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1.
I’m on my last straw—that’s what Travis has just relayed. What a ludicrous idea. I
read his lengthy text again, just to be sure I’ve understood correctly, that one more
mistake and I’ll get the sack. Turns out, I have understood perfectly. Travis leaves little
room for misinterpretation, despite his quaint way of communicating. For someone like
me, this turn of events is devastating with regards to ego and all. I’m both easy-going and
educated—that’s a winning combination, no? I mean, sure, I sometimes voice an opinion
a little too passionately, but I don’t believe that’s a fault. People should welcome criticism
in the interest of getting better. But last straw?
Not good. I mean, being fired is never good, but my wife doesn’t work on account
of Barbara, and she’s asking me when we’ll get started on making kids. I can’t put that
off indefinitely, much as I’d like to, so I really need to maintain a steady income. Being
perpetually behind on our rent doesn’t help, either.
Last straw—he used those exact words. Last straw. I mean, how is that supposed
to make me feel? I didn’t even know I’d been making mistakes, that my work
performance was subpar. And the phrase, last straw—I don’t know what that means.
Specifically, I’m saying, I don’t understand the mechanics of the last straw system. Does
that mean I get one more big mistake, before termination? Or, is my next slip-up to be my
final error? What even qualifies as a mistake that would be last straw worthy? Not
accurately measuring soil moisture levels, or maybe just spending too much time
completing inspections? It’s true, from time to time I loiter on the course.
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How am I supposed to explain this to Evelyn? My wife has little patience,
especially when it comes to mistakes I may or may not have made leading into this last
straw situation. If I’m fired, she’ll think I deserved it and say so. I wish I impressed her
half as much as she impresses me. That’s my life right now. I keep hoping it’ll turn
around, become the sort of proper American coupling you see in movies. Evelyn and I
have potential energy, a lot of it, but I don’t know how to tap it. Most of the time I’m
improvising my way through the marriage. I have no idea what I’m doing. Clueless. And
so on.
I don’t know. The marriage felt one way and now it feels another way and I prefer
the first feeling: the certainty that you’ll never feel lonely again.
Now it feels futile, like chasing wind—yet we go on. Which sounds good, which
sounds noble. Problem is, the feeling of futility always arises and the whole performance
becomes inauthentic.
It’s not like she doesn’t know this. I mean, or, I think that I possess the essence of
good-for-Evelyn somewhere inside me and I think she sees it. And maybe, there’s some
way for her to engage it, pull it out. There’s just all this other mental garbage in the way. I
do things, the wrong things. I say spiteful words and I know they’ll hurt Evelyn. I hear
them come out of my mouth and I could stop them, but don’t, because I want to hurt her.
I just have to be sure she’s as miserable as I am. I don’t even remember what our last
fight had been about.
No matter, for now all I can focus on is the golf course.
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2.
My name is Warner. I make a poor Greens inspector, but it’s the only work I could
find in Walnut. That’s my wife’s fault, or it’s not her fault. But, she’s the reason I’m in
this tiny Mississippi town.
Evelyn and I didn’t have much time to plan our move; her mother, Barbara, got
sick and being the stubborn old crone she is decided her best bet was to wait for divine
intervention rather than move to Memphis with us where she’d have proper medical care
(a doctor from Corinth visits Walnut every Thursday). So we moved here. Barbara
wanted to be in the house she and her husband, Houston, had always lived in, but she
couldn’t work and couldn’t keep up with the mortgage (Houston died a decade ago in
some sort of freak accident—Evelyn doesn’t talk about it). Evelyn made some decisions.
We liquidated everything, rented a house, and moved Barbara in. Those were the last of
our easy days.
Ever since, it’s been all burden and woe. Evelyn puts the blame on me and I put
the blame on Evelyn. Each of us is skeptical of the other’s efforts to reconcile. Each of us
is always looking for a way to be right, or to be wronged.
Meanwhile, Barbara goes full malcontent at every opportunity. A life of hardship
and loss has hardened her heart, filled her with incurable bitterness. She never cared for
me, never gave the marriage her blessing. It wasn’t some awkward thing in the past we
all avoided now, either. She still brings it up, at least once a week, makes sure I know
how worthless I am. When I studied up on Barbara’s cancer, I saw that stage 4 survival
rates were less than 15% after five years, and that’s assuming proper treatment. I find
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myself staring at Barbara when she’s being extra-abrasive and willing the lesions to
spread, willing her to hurry up and die.
For work, I wound up at the Tippah County Country Club: a nine hole golf course
half a mile outside the Walnut limits and the monotony of working there borders on being
oppressive. But, according to Evelyn, the Country Club is a gracious institution for
extending employment opportunities to someone of my limited skill set (limited skill set,
for our purposes, is defined as having earned two liberal arts degrees and being on a good
path to university employment).
By summer’s end in 2017, the Club’s current Expansion Project will be complete,
and the golf course will boast a full eighteen holes and additionally, the Artificial Lake.
That last bit is particularly important—promotional images featuring Hole 15 alongside
tranquil water will undoubtedly draw in new members and additional revenues.
Me? I don’t ask many questions around Management—I drive the golf cart and
complete my Tri-Daily Greens Inspections. Every green consists of Bent Grass, and
requires visual inspection, measuring grass length, and assessing status of core aeration
channels. At each green, I employ a soil probe to remove a twelve inch sample with
which to judge the green’s current sand depth status. After each inspection, I return to HQ
and file a Status of Greens report with Management. Then, it’s back to the greens. Every
other workday I begin my morning by mowing each green with the John Deere, then
rolling each green with a piece of equipment old enough as to have long ago lost its
branding (you see, it’s better to mow a little higher then roll than to mow lower).
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I know, you’re thinking that all this sounds great. And, if I’m reflecting honestly,
I’ll take the cart over the micro cube farm of the Management sub-office any day of the
week. Being in the vicinity of Jolene alone would drive me round the bend.
Shit gets crucial when it’s cold, though, as it was when I started the gig last
November. Every second in the cart had me wishing I was in the warm, sub-basement
office my university adjunct position would have afforded. I’m ill-suited for this kind of
labor. Today, it’s all mid-September mugginess. While I hate the thick air and being
coated in perpetual sweat-film, I try my best to be dignified.
What else can I do but chide myself for complaining when those thoughts show
up, and remind myself of all the world’s scenarios that are more undesirable than this
one. Besides, the cart gives me plenty of time to think deepish thoughts, read my Pocket
Positive Thinking book, and occasionally sneak some brown sauce with old man Urtz.
Urtz is like this hybrid between hovering drunk and minor prophet. He mostly
keeps to himself out in the magnolia grove, which the Development Grounds now occupy
a significant portion of. The handful of people in Walnut who’ve interacted with him use
the phrase “off his rocker.”
He’s got a house and a good deal of land roughly between the completed nine
holes and the prospective nine holes. My man got pressured hard to sell it all when they
started work on the Development Grounds, may have even gotten some threats. But, he
seems to be making it. When I’m on my rounds, Urtz likes to hang out on this dirt mound
by Hole 14. It’s got a straight view over the Artificial Lake. The term lake is used
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generously, as the feature is hardly more than a pond. I’m certain the water wouldn’t be
over my head at its deepest point.
Sad to say, but it really is the most impressive scenery around here, except the
diminutive Hatchee River (more properly a creek through this portion of Mississippi).
He’ll dart into the magnolias toward his home when the construction teams are working,
but he’s generally undisturbed.
Technically, my Employment Agreement stipulates I immediately report all
suspicious activity, unauthorized use of Country Club facilities, or any unspecified/
uncategorized vagrancy. But Urtz, despite his eccentricities, doesn’t hurt anyone and has
some wisdom for anyone willing to listen. You know, just the other day I was relaxing
with him on the dirt mound by Hole 14 while he was going on a tirade about the realities
of global capitalism. He was saying something and I was like, “You keep talking about
authentic emancipatory process like it’s just around the corner.”
“No, no. It may not come. I’m hazy on this and very much a pessimist.”
“So much for Trotsky, then.”
“The unending revolution is just masturbation.”
And so our conversations tend to go. I drove by Hole 14 an hour ago and there
was no Urtz. I drive by now and still no Urtz. It’s too bad. I’d like to run this last straw
situation by him, though it’s possible he’s partly responsible for that. He’s definitely
responsible, no debate here, for a significant portion of my slow inspections.
On that note, I crank the cart up and make the 12 m.p.h. journey back to HQ.
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3.
I finish filling out my Status of Greens report (is the current grass height between
1/8 inch and 3/16 inch—yes; is their an adequate sand layer no deeper than 10 inches and
no shallower than 8 inches—yes, and so on). I sign the report and drop it in the Incoming
box by Management’s double doors. Travis has a desk next to mine, he could’ve pulled
me aside and actually spoken to me. He could have done that. A conversation isn’t too
much to ask, right? Don’t get me wrong, Travis is okay, but he’s really bad at saying
anything out loud that doesn’t jive with the unwavering chipper attitude he’s got going
on.
Earl is working next to me—poor Earl, hasn’t walked in decades after an accident
on a combine somewhere. I don’t know if he got caught in it or what, but the man has
been in a wheelchair ever since.
All of my equipment is properly secured, and the Status of Greens report is my
final work task this Thursday afternoon. I feel bad about clocking out before the rest of
the office has finished their day, especially in light of this last straw business, but I can’t
think of anything left for me to do at the Club. Here, I’d been thinking the day was good,
that I was an efficient and valued worker. Last straw.
On my way out, Jolene’s arm shoots out of her cubicle and catches my sleeve.
She says, “I heard you were in some trouble.”
“None of it is my fault.”
“Well—”
“It isn’t. This is all very unfair to me.”
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“You could try being less antagonistic”
“It’s my manner”
“What?”
“My manner. It seems antagonistic but it isn’t really.”
“I don’t have the patience for you.”
“You sound like my wife.”
“Poor woman.”
Outside, the sun beats on my neck. Hot air rises off the asphalt in the parking lot,
making all of the cars shimmer as though they were just beneath water. It’s a captivating
mirage. My Econoline has been in direct sunlight for hours and is sweltering on the
inside.
I make my way home, first to the highway then my turn. The world is green,
alive. It’s not the sort of natural beauty that you find on postcards or out west, but I still
enjoy the open fields surrounded by trees. The landscape is punctuated by farming
infrastructure, warehouses that don’t look like they’ve seen use in decades, derelict cars.
And so on. It’s a stark reminder that the world without people and their junk is, if nothing
else, a cleaner place.
I turn off the high way toward home. On my left is a great joint, Burgers & Stuff.
It’s especially popular with the truckers passing through here, and there are a lot of those.
Burgers & Stuff is running some sort of special—the parking lot is packed with people
holding sandwiches wrapped in foil, baskets of pork rinds. And so on. People sit on open
tail gates and laugh. The places’s doors are open, and I can hear country music spilling
!9

out. I can’t make out all of the words, but it sounds like on of the usual trappings of the
genre: drinking beer, large vehicles, a farmer’s daughter.
The people here are all laughing and jovial, amused by each other’s antics. One of
the guys, clad in Mossy Oak jumps on another Mossy Oak’d man’s back. The one being
ridden turns in rapid circles, while the one riding mimes a lasso in the air. I don’t care for
that level of rambunctious socializing and would just as soon keep driving, but the smells
coming out of this place, the smells are incredible: premium beef and charcoal. For all of
Walnut’s faults regarding my inability to relate to the townspeople, the Southern cooking
around here never disappoints.
But this time I pass it up, keep driving toward home. The road is narrow—all of
these roads barely allow two cars to pass. This one cuts through thick woods, with
branches encroaching on the road and occasional swiping at the Econoline if I drift too
far to the right. I hear the branches squad against my van’s old paint, chipping away at
what little dignity this vehicle has left.
Dennis and his son, Boe, are in their front yard. He and I, Dennis I mean, don’t
have much in common, on account of his being about as redneck as they come. He’s a
little overweight and has a round face adorned with a mustache—to his credit, it’s a look
he pulls off. Boe likes me well enough and likes playing with our golden retriever.
They’re good neighbors, always telling me they’ll get our mail if Evelyn and I ever go
out of town. Evelyn and I never go out of town, though, primarily because of Barbara. Of
course, if it weren’t for Barbara, we wouldn’t be in town in the first place.
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Dennis points across his yard, and Boe shuffles in that direction. It looks like
they’re throwing a football. Throwing footballs is Dennis’s bread and butter, but Boe has
never shown much interest in sports. All the time he’s knocking on our front door, asking
to borrow another book. Of course I let him take whatever he wants, not wanting to
discourage whatever spark drives him to be an avid reader. Dennis doesn’t seem to mind
even though he also doesn’t understand his son’s interest in fictional worlds.
Evelyn is looking out of our dining room window, watching Dennis and Boe. I
look from her to them and realize I’m still in the Econoline, idling in front of our house.
Maybe it’s a bad idea to hang around on the street in my sketchy van watching my
neighbors. I pull the Econoline around the back of the house, park it next to Barbara’s
ancient Cadillac. The stupid door doesn’t want to open, but I implore it to cut the
stubbornness and it relents. I collect myself and am presented with a dilemma: I could
walk straight into the house through the back door, kiss my wife, begin relaxing. And so
on. But, a good neighbor would speak to Dennis and son before entering the house. So,
that’s what I do.
Around front, Boe fails to complete a gentle pass from Dennis. To my surprise,
Dennis isn’t frustrated or anything. In fact, he seems to be enjoying himself despite his
son’s lack of athletic prowess. He’s all smiles and calls out encouragingly, tells his son
not to sweat it (his words, not mine). This is proper parenting, I think. If I were in a
similar position, I’m afraid I’d do it all wrong—I’d yell at my son, or at least fail to hide
my disappointment. This is a solid reason why I shouldn’t be a father. There’s also the
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fact that my own lack of athletic prowess would likely preclude any failed football
throwing situations.
Boe runs over to me with the football.
“Wanna throw it?”
I take the ball without a word.
“Mister Warner, when can I come play with your dog again?”
“Well, anytime,” I say.
“I like her. Dad says we can get one too, but I don’t want to.”
“No?”
“Dad says it would have to go to gun school and be a bird dog.”
“You don’t like that?”
“Gun school sounds mean. The sound hurts their ears.”
With that, he runs, gesturing for me to throw the ball. I do, and it lands nowhere
near Boe. This is a skill I do not possess.
It’s strange though. Throwing the football with your son is one of those events
touted as a pillar of parenthood. It’s something all fathers dream of, and all sons
remember fondly, even the ones who can’t catch gentle passes. This is especially true for
sons after their fathers have grown old and died—I’m speaking from experience.
My son, should he ever exist, will never have that memory.
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4.
I circle around the house to the backdoor and go into the kitchen. Down the hall I
can see Barbara sitting in the living room with the Television’s volume maxed out. She
doesn’t hear me shut the door and I’m spared from having to speak to her. Barbara and I
don’t get along, never have. Evelyn and I sometimes get along, and sometimes we don’t.
Marriage is a precarious balance, and neither of us is very good at it. To be fair, we’ve
only been doing this for a year, and our current circumstances aren’t exactly ordinary,
what with Barbara’s terminal cancer and all. I know it’s rough on Evelyn, watching her
mother slowly wither up.
Scout runs from wherever she was in the house and jumps on me. We’re working
on that, Evelyn and I, on the whole jumping thing. When Scout was little, the jumping
was cute and we didn’t think to break her of the habit. Now she’s sixty-something pounds
and it isn’t cute, not at all. I tell Scout to get down and she licks my hand. It’s impossible
to stay mad at her. I open the refrigerator searching for a beer—there aren’t any. Evelyn
comes from the front of the house to join me in the back. I don’t hear her footsteps over
the Television.
“Hey, you,” she says. Her voice is light and makes every bit of me smile. I love
this woman, and that’s something I don’t tell her enough. I know this. She’s happy to see
me, but doesn’t kiss me. That’s okay, I think. We’re getting along, hopefully far from
fight territory. Fights are tricky though, they can happen randomly. The smallest
transgression can trigger a fight, turn an otherwise good moment real sour, real fast. With
Evelyn, fighting is never a matter of if, but when.
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“How was your day?” I ask.
“A nightmare. Nothing is good enough for Barbara.”
“What’s new.”
“Hey, I know we’re in this together and all, but she’s still my mother.”
“Well, yes, but—“
“No, I’m the only one that gets to be negative about her.”
“Okay, fair enough, I suppose.”
“Anyway, nothing to be done about her now. She’s been sucked into T.V. world.”
We stand there for a minute while the Television goes on a tangent about the woes
of universal healthcare. If it were one of my students speaking, I wouldn’t hesitate to
point out the United States lacks true universal healthcare, and that this fact should be
fully understood before he/she continues. Obviously that’s not a luxury I possess when
dealing with the kinds of sensational, right wing talk programs Barbara is fond of.
Besides, the last time I was in a classroom was the spring semester before Evelyn and I
got married. Walnut, lacking a university, has little need for a Ph.D candidate—especially
one whose concentrated on French Existentialism.
“We’re out of eggs,” she says.
“Okay, one of us should take care of that.”
“One of us.”
“I mean, I can go now, I can—“
“Let’s both go.”
So we both go.
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5.
I drive Evelyn to the ShopEazy. The sun has finished setting and the streets are
inadequately lit. I turn on the Econoline’s high beams, but nothing happens—another
broken thing in my life. Evelyn turns the radio’s Tune knob, trying to find something
palatable between the static. She doesn’t have any luck and gives up. When she presses
the power button on the radio, it’s display goes dark. The antenna on the front of the
Econoline grinds it’s way back into whatever recess holds a vehicle’s radio antenna until
the next attempt is made to find something palatable to listen to.
I could try making conversation, but I don’t. Evelyn pulls out her iPhone and
descends into the world of social networking. The light from the screen messes with my
eyes, makes an otherwise benign nighttime drive more difficult. I consider telling her
this, and I know she’ll put her phone away, but the request will bother her.
We pull up to an intersection—the stoplight suspended over the crossing sways in
whatever breeze is blowing. It steadily blinks red in second long intervals. For a moment,
I imagine some invisible force—something like a ghost—hovering under the light,
causing its gentle oscillation. I can almost see it. Evelyn looks at the light too. Maybe
she’s imagining the same thing.
The ShopEazy closes at eight, and Econoline’s clock says seven-thirty, but it runs
fast. It’s probably closer to seven-fifteen. Normally, at seven-fifteen on a Thursday night,
I would have some generic cop procedural on the Television as background noise while I
read French Existentialism. Evelyn plays games on her phone when I stay up reading.
Lately, she’s been doing this one where you have design and build a lunar theme park.
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When she gets tired and ready to sleep, she’ll turn the light off in the living room on her
way out. So, I’ll either have to get up and turn it back on, or stop reading and sit in the
dark. Evelyn knows that, either way, I’ll probably give up and join her in the bedroom.
I tell her again and again we don’t have to go to sleep at the same time, but she
insists doing so is healthy in a marriage. Grocery shopping together is also healthy in a
marriage, though no one has ever said as much to me. But, I sense that this is true, and
my wife and I walk into the store, hands at our sides, coming close to touching but never
quite making it.
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6.
Evelyn selects a pushcart from rows of stacked pushcarts. Then she stands by it
and looks at me. This is my cue to be driver. We walk down the cereal aisle and make our
selections, me pushing the pushcart and Evenly walking beside it, her left hand lazily on
the side of the cart to aid in its steering (as though I cannot steer a pushcart in a grocery
store—I assure you, such a task is within my scope of capability). The cart she chose out
has a wonky wheel and it keeps locking up as we snake through the rows of food.
On the eggs and dairy aisle we put eggs in the cart. On the canned goods aisle I
put a can of tomato soup in the cart. Evelyn picks the can up and sets it back on the shelf,
saying she doesn’t like tomato soup, saying her dislike of tomato soup is something I
should have committed to memory by now. At this point in our marriage, she says, I
should know which soups are appropriate and which ones aren’t.
In the coffee aisle Evelyn chooses the discount brand because it’s eighty cents
cheaper, even if it tastes terrible. I don’t protest. In frozen food I pick up broccoli cuts,
but Evelyn shakes her head and I switch the broccoli cuts for broccoli florets. On the
snack aisle Evelyn puts two bags of jalapeño chips in the cart. We skip the beer aisle
without verbally agreeing to skip the beer aisle—it’s simply understood. Evelyn thinks I
drink too much, and she’s right.
We come precariously close to the beer aisle on our way to check out. There’s a
younger guy by the refrigerators, maybe a high school senior, with his sleeves rolled up.
He’s lifting cases of beer and restocking the ones that are running low. Each time he lifts
a case, all the muscles in his arm bulge out. I look over at Evelyn and she’s staring at this
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kid, staring at his arms as he lifts. And I look at my own arms like sticks and know I’ll
never be able to pick her up and carry her through the house, spin her around, get her to
laugh. I’ll never pull her into me, hold her tight, and make her feel small in my embrace.
We leave with our bags of food.
Back in the van, I’m struggling to drive gracefully. The parking lot isn't large or
easily navigated. All the cars are close. All the turns are tight. This is especially true for
an Econoline. As we make our way to the exit, our path through the parking lot is blocked
by a large truck and a number of loitering teens.
On the one hand I can't blame them for their behavior. What else can a teen do in
Walnut but loiter in parking lots? On the other hand, I'm ready to be home with my books
and these thoughtless kids are preventing that.
We wait a minute, then another. If the kids have noticed our predicament, they don't
show it. I'm breathing faster, louder, probably red in the face because Evelyn puts her
hand on my knee and says, "Don't get mad."
"I'm not mad. Do I look mad?"
She doesn't say anything, which implies that I do, indeed, look mad.
"They don't have to be here,” I say. “There are other places."
I press on the horn to get their attention, forgetting the horn hasn't worked in
months. That just makes me even more angry. The kids finally move, and one of them
points at me like I’m the inconvenience.
Evelyn and I drive home in silence.
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7.
The last time Evelyn was critical, I realized the level of her scrutiny. It’s not
conflict, though. We hardly ever fight anymore—we’re too practiced at being keenly
unpleasant to each other over trivialities. It shouldn’t have taken me a year of marriage to
understand, but it did. Evelyn was telling me about a phone call from one of her church
friends about—honestly, I have no idea. Apparently, something had gone wrong,
something I didn’t think was worthy of much irritation. Evelyn said, “See, you did it
again.”
“What?”
“That thing with your mouth.”
“I don’t even know I’m doing it.”
“I know it means you’re annoyed with me.”
“Sorry.” I don’t know what else to say—she’s right.
“Sometimes, well, never mind.”
“What?”
“It’s silly. You’ll get mad.”
“Tell me anyway.”
“Sometimes, I wish I could take away all the bitterness in you. Maybe then you
wouldn’t be so mean.”
This problem is nothing new—it’s classic Ship of Theseus. Plutarch frames the
paradox in this way: Theseus returns from Crete, a legend, and his ship becomes
something of a museum piece in Athens. Overtime, the wood begins to rot. Every plank,
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every foot of rigging, and so on, is replaced until none of the original material remains.
After this has been done, can it be said that, in its current form, this is still the same ship
Theseus once sailed?
There’s another way of saying it. As it happens, this one is an old joke about
Abraham Lincoln’s axe, often told by people who have not adequately considered the
problem. Someone’s grandfather, somewhere, is telling a huddle of grandkids that he has,
in his possession, an axe that once belonged to the Great Emancipator himself. It’s a true
piece of history. But there’s a catch (and this is the punchline of the joke): the axe head
has been replaced twice, and the handle three times.
The solution, of course, is obvious. The paradox is resolved upon recognizing that
the word same has two separate definitions: one qualitative and the other quantitative.
Permit me an example: a marble can be qualitatively the same as another marble,
with identical physical characteristics and so on. While they may be the same in every
material sense, the individual marble, as a quantity of one, can only be the marble that it
is. One marble can only be quantitatively identical to itself.
So it is with myself, and the self that Evelyn wishes I could be.
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8.
We’re home, eggs and other sundries safely refrigerated or otherwise stored in the
pantry/cabinets. Barbara hasn’t moved, rooted in her recliner with the Television blasting.
She’s a pitiful sight: hunched over and thin haired, smells like she hasn’t showered in a
few days. She’s wrapped in a frayed blanket and calls to mind what I imagine the witch
of Endor looked like, or maybe a corpse returned to life.
“Did y’all go to the ShopEazy?” Barbara screams over a show about lawyers.
“Mom, you’ve got to turn it down—the rest of us can’t hear.”
“So sorry.” Barbara says. She’s scowling as she hunts for the remote.
“I hope y’all got some pecan pie. I’d make one, but I’m always so tired.” Barbara
loves pecan pie.
“Mom, we didn’t get pecan pie.”
“That’s too bad. You know, I remember when the ShopEazy had manual conveyor
belts and push button registers at the checkout. The registers were teal, I think.”
“That was only two years ago,” I say.
“Respect your elders, boy. I could pass on a lot of wisdom if you’d just listen.”
“Does fifty-two qualify as elderly these days?”
Evelyn glares at me and I do some awkward head-tuck move as if to say sorry, as
if to say I didn’t mean to push Barbara’s buttons.
“Men of your generation ain’t got respect. It’s pathetic.” Barbara turns the
Television back up. Evelyn tries to keep talking to her, changes the subject to a memory
from her childhood, something about men whittling on the porch of Country Music Store.
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She says Barbara was holding her hand and as they walked by, she saw the piles of wood
scraps at the feet of the men. None of them looked up as they passed, to engrossed in
their craft. Barbara doesn’t look up now, too engrossed in the lawyer procedural. Evelyn
sighs and says she’s going to bed. I follow her to the back of the house.
We sit on our bed and wordlessly undress, the motions having become routine
long ago. She puts on a long shirt and I put on pajama pants with small penguins printed
on them. Each of the penguins is wearing a different colored bowtie. We get into bed and,
in unison, pull the sheet up. Under the covers, Evelyn puts her hand on mine.
“I saw you talking to Boe,” she says.
“Yeah?”
“You’re good with him.”
“I guess.”
“You’re good with kids.”
I see where this is going.
She asks, “Do you want to try tonight?” And I do, desperately. It’s been too long
and I’m feeling it and I can tell she’s feeling it too. Granted, she’s only interested for the
practical reason of my participation’s being necessary to have a child. Evelyn doesn’t
have any legitimate desire for me, not like I do for her. I wonder if starting a family is the
solution to that problem, but it scares the shit out of me. I’m really not ready for the
whole kids thing, and I tell her I’m too tired from work.
“You used to be attracted to me. You used to be smitten,” she says.
“Of course I’m still smitten. That’ll never change.”
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“No, you’re not like you used to be.”
She rolls over, breathes heavy, and after half an hour of being still I feel little
movements from her side of the bed. I watch minutes pass on the clock on my nightstand.
Evelyn’s motion increases—she’s really going at herself, faster and faster, must think I’m
asleep. God knows what man is in her head, what man she imagines loving her, but I’m
sure he isn’t me.
She presses up against me and takes a sharp breath, then she loosens up. The
clock reads 9:45 so I consider…until the clock reads 10:30. Evelyn’s breathing has been
steady and predictable for the past half hour and I’m confident she’s sleeping soundly. I
slip out of bed and into my pants from earlier. It’s three large steps from my side of the
bed to the door. I know exactly where to put my feet in order to minimize floorboard
creak—this required some experimentation—and I quietly slip out the back door.
It’s a fine night, but cloudy. Looks like we could have some rain. The cicadas are
out in force and I’m hopeful their noise will mask any of mine. I go to the Econoline. The
door cooperates and opens soundlessly. I’ve got a pint of bourbon and an eighth of
marijuana hidden in a cigar box hidden under the drivers seat. I imbibe both until my
only thoughts concern Merleau-Ponty’s being-in-itself. Or maybe I’m thinking of Sartre.
Or maybe it’s—
Three hours of this and I’m barely staying awake. I go back inside, not as quietly
as I left, and pass out next to Evelyn.
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9.
I hear the explosion right over my head—God, it was loud. Too loud to be
thunder, I’m sure of it. The sky is shooting to kill, rain pounding everything. A flash,
maybe lighting, comes from the west—looks like it’s out by the Development Grounds. I
see patterns in the clouds, forms in the void, movement.
You’re hallucinating—stop it. Don’t do that. It’s unbecoming.
Okay, you’re okay, recover. I feel a little silly. I’m being all what the fuck mate
and Almighty Godhead it’s three in the morning and so on. Evelyn is sprawled out next to
me, taking the entire bed for herself. Unbelievable—I’d give a lot to sleep as soundly as
she does.
“You hear that?”
She moans a little.
I get out of bed and fumble around for some pants. Or, I’m already wearing pants.
Must’ve passed out dressed last night. I don’t think I had all that much to drink, either. I
find my shoes, grab my effects, creep past Barbara’s room. Outside, the Econoline
protests, but I get it started. I drive west, toward the Development Grounds. The fuck, I’m
thinking, the fuck is going on, the—
I’m not the only one awoken by early morning sky explosions. I can only imagine
what kinds of ludicrous ideas they’re taking seriously right now. That’s the problem with
living in a small town for too long—eventually, you’re pulled into a sort of paranoid
groupthink.
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I follow a Tahoe, maybe Dennis. Half of Walnut drives a Tahoe. Some jerk’s high
beams are gouging at my eyes in the rearview, and I turn onto County Road 215, pull up
by the sign: Tippah County Country Club, expansion coming soon.
The trunk in front of me turns on a familiar service road—we’re heading toward
the Development Grounds. We go deeper into a magnolia grove. Any second now, the
trees will give way to a straight shot for Hole 15. Looks like everyone is gathering by the
Artificial Lake. There’s a sign by it—they must’ve put it up after I left—that explains the
lake is filled with an assortment of lilies and Japanese Koi: this is a lie. In fact, the lake is
devoid of all life except a thick algae and God knows what strange microbes.
The vehicles are lined up near the edge of the lake, Tahoes among them, high
beams pushing back the dark. Dennis is on the shore, gesticulating wildly, shouting all
sorts of nonsense.
“Hey, hey—I saw something hit the lake.”
Someone says, “What are you talking about?”
“It fell out of the sky and hit the lake.”
“Lake looks fine.”
“It’s under the water man, it’s under water.”
“Fell out of the sky?”
I’m out of the Econoline, leaning on the open door. My shoes are soaked through
as soon as they hit the ground. I hate this. Past the headlights the world is hidden. I light a
cigarette. Urtz is here, too. He’s not saying much, instead choosing to stand on the edge
of the shoreline. Dennis points at the water.
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“And hit the lake.”
“Shit, what are the odds?”
“I can calculate it,” I say, but nobody is interested.
“No way that happened.”
“It did, I even got a video.”
“Show me, show me now.”
We huddle around Dennis as he pulls up the video, a convulsive hodgepodge of
blurry images. But, what we’re seeing is undeniably a fireball tearing across the sky. I
hear him swearing behind the camera. Then there’s a large cracking sound, the explosion,
and the unmistakable splash of an object hitting water.
“Warner? Did you see that? Something definitely crash landed.” Sounds like
Travis.
“No shit.”
“Right?” Dennis says.
I lean toward Dennis and say, “What are you doing out here, anyway?”
“Low-vis drills.”
“Where’s your son at?”
“At home, doofus. He sleeps like a rock.”
Others continue talking. Their conversation turns boring, and I tune them out.
Everyone seems tensed up, afraid. The whole point of being in a place like Walnut is it’s
boringness quality. Nothing unordinary ever happens here. It’s an unremarkable place,
aside from its excellent water quality and questionable mayoral leadership.
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“Where’s everyone else?” Definitely Travis.
“Sleeping,” I say.
“Didn’t they hear all the commotion?”
“Apparently not.”
Yeah, this is a slow, dull place filled with slow, dull people. I know that sounds
harsh, but none of them think highly of me, either.
I lock the Econoline’s door, taking no chances in this night of strange sounds. The
light is bending differently around the lake. The rain stops. Something about the air isn’t
right, smells like burnt eggs and ozone. There’s more—another smell hits my nose. I
can’t quite place it, something like hot rubber. It’s familiar, maybe—I conjure a set of
fleeting images: seven week old Scout, a flock of ducks high over head, the infinite
Highway. All of it’s there, in my mind. All of it’s real.

!27

10.
Before we left Memphis, Evelyn couldn’t stop talking about getting a puppy.
Really, even in her sleep she’d mumble about dog food or training techniques. We got on
Craigslist and found these farmers in Gillett, Arkansas. They were selling golden retriever
puppies, but they weren’t breeders—this point was stressed. Apparently, their dog and
another farmer’s dog hit it off. Evelyn was infatuated the moment she looked at the
photos. She’d always wanted one, a golden retriever, and I wanted her to be happy (at the
time, I wouldn’t have called myself a dog person—that came later). We drove the two
and a half hours there, immediately fell in love with one of the puppies, and drove the
two and a half hours back. There are two things I remember vividly about the trip.
The first: we met the farmer in the parking lot of a sporting goods store, I forget
the name, but it had a giant statue of a duck in flight near the entrance. No kidding, the
thing was massive—probably had a fifteen foot wingspan. I would’ve poked fun at the
statue, but the way it was presented, the ornamentation on its pedestal and so on, made it
all feel too much like some sort of shrine. I realized we had come to a holy temple, a
place of pilgrimage. The farmer pulled up in a red truck ten minutes later. He was
wearing camouflage over-alls, though that sort of dress passes for normal in the South.
When the farmer put the puppy in Evelyn’s arms she started crying. She looked up and
said, “My heart has never been so full of love.”
It was the most beautiful I’ve ever seen her.
The second: the sun set an hour into the drive back to Memphis. The puppy was
asleep on Evelyn’s lap. We were driving my much nicer Honda, the one I had to sell
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before we moved, and Evelyn was changing radio stations. She found one playing The
Dark Side of the Moon from start to finish, tuned in just as Roger Waters sang the line,
the sun is the same in a relative way but you’re older. I’d heard the song plenty of times
but never properly listened. That night, I understood the words, understood their
implication of life’s impermanence, but I wasn’t afraid—I had Evelyn. The road opened
up before us, and the center line caught my headlights, blurred into an unending trail.
Evelyn turned to me and said, “These are the good times.”
And she was right.
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11.
Having a dog has led me come to several conclusions which may otherwise have
eluded me. That is to say, they would have eluded me until I’d managed to get myself
into a mental space to recognize them in my non-dog relationships.
The first is that you can love something despite having an abundance of bad
feelings for it. It’s wrong to say I did not know this before having a dog, but I had not
considered what this means—love is not a happy emotional state, not always.
The second is that I have objective knowledge regarding the lifespans of golden
retrievers. This is a phenomenon that has been measured, recorded, analyzed and
understood. Scout will live ten to twelve years (+/- two years) and then she will die. I
look at her and I know this and I cannot bear the thought of losing what I love.
The third is that, when you’ve wronged someone, the worst thing that can happen
is that they forgive you. For a dog, especially a golden, forgiveness is intrinsic. Another
was of saying it is, this is the best quality of Scout, and it is also the worst quality of
Scout: even though I do not hold her enough, she still loves me.
This is also the best/worst quality of Evelyn.
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12.
“Is it a satellite?”
“Can’t be—those things completely burn up when they come down.”
“Dickie Bennet over in Alcorn says a satellite damn near killed his dog.”
“Dickie Bennet says a lot of things.”
I snap out of it, see the lake, process what I’ve just heard. I think a satellite isn’t
completely unreasonable, confident the crash has a rational explanation. Urtz is
struggling to untangle his wizard’s beard from what he explains is his inverse divining
rod. The man has deep lines on his face and wears these retro glasses, small round lenses
and thin wire. With his white hair and talismans he might as well be some kind of
shaman. No one is surprised by his eccentricities. The people of Walnut don’t take Urtz
seriously and he doesn’t care. Their options aren’t high on his liftoff priorities, he’s happy
to say. I’m envious of the ease with which he dismisses their judgement.
Don’t get me wrong—I think he’s a weird dude, not that being a weird dude is in
any way an undesirable quality. I mean, to each their own, yeah? Urtz was the first
person to make an effort to welcome me when we—Evelyn and I—moved to Walnut last
November. I found him fascinating straight away, enjoyed listening to his ideas. He’s
certainly unlike the rest of the town’s residents, has a head full of philosophy and the sort
of cognitive artifacts that only come from decompressing the myriad of experiences
acquired on the deep trip.
That topic, the deep trip, comes up frequently when Urtz and I break bread. Urtz
insists he can cure my anxiety and panic attacks by teaching me meditation exercises and
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feeding me powerful drugs. I’ve got connections through Harry’s dark net markets to all
kinds of interesting chemicals, and Urtz regularly has me supply him. I do this for a small
fee. He’s always encouraging me to pursue what he calls recreational mind expansion.
I’m not, I guess, entirely opposed to the idea. I have very little experience, which is to
say, none. And sure, Evelyn would eviscerate me if she worked out I was ingesting
psychotropic compounds with an old wizard in the forest. I don’t know, maybe that
shouldn’t stop me.
Urtz takes his rope sandals off and stands stiff, in what I can only assume to be an
abstruse meditation ritual, his toes anchored in transplanted alluvium. Maybe he’s
aligning his chakras, or communing with metaphysical forces beyond my comprehension.
After all, he’s a man full of insight and possesses an introspective ability most would
never access.
Urtz inhales deeply, at regular intervals. He hums a bit on the exhale. His
preparations build suspense among the onlookers. A few more townsfolk arrive—all
seven hundred some-odd citizens are probably awake by now. I’m sure most of them, in
their sleep fog, are content to dismiss the explosion as the product of recent weather
phenomena, or whatever banal explanation was arrived at easiest. Dennis isn’t one of
these, and has his own take on the matter.
“It’s the Soviets, gotta be. They dropped something in the lake.”
“Dennis, really, there haven’t been Soviets like, I dunno, for a while.”
“Good history lesson,” I say.
“You don’t know. They never really went away,” Dennis says.
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“This reminds me of that program, Hitler’s Bunker.”
“Hitler was a Nazi, not a Soviet.”
Dennis straightens out his Gadsden Flag ball cap and returns to his Tahoe. It
stands out from the others with its faded Ron Paul Revolution sticker, its faded Stars and
Bars. He’s wearing some military garb and it makes him look puffy. Dennis retrieves a
Mossberg dressed in Mossy Oak. I’ve heard him speak of his extensive firearms
collection just about every time he has a few at Murph’s.
His personal motto: one can never have too many heaters, be they for duck
hunting or defense during the coming collapse of the modern world. Most folks around
here keep some kind of piece handy, though Dennis is more eager than most to do some
blasting. I imagine he jerks off to himself being at some sort of public gathering, shooting
down a would-be terrorist, being hailed across the nation as a hero. All of his gun talk and
training regiments and low-vis drills would be justified.
Dennis fondles the shotgun as though it were a recurrent lover, making a show of
his visual chamber check, a ritual in its own right. He loads unfamiliar, translucent 12gauge shells and racks the pump.
“Buck shot won’t do under these circumstances,” he says. “We’re gonna need the
Dragon’s Breath.”
All of this is totally normal for Mississippi. Whatever threat waiting for us
underwater is a mystery and all of us feel a little more secure knowing someone is
wielding a shotgun loaded with illegal, and therefore wildly potent, ammunition. It
definitely isn’t the Soviets, but my heart is still racing in the face of the unknown. It’s
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gotten to the point where I’m finding it difficult to keep up my default aloof demeanor
while maintaining my cool. Dennis may be bordering on deranged fool territory, but I’m
not going to offer any sort of rebuke—let the man have his weapon and be the first of us
sent to the Gulag.
Dennis says, “Probably a UFO then—it’s the only explanation,” and presses the
Mossberg firmly into his shoulder, head on a swivel. He’s ready to, in his words, bust
‘em. All this chewing tobacco, macho-man, velcro shit of the deep South. Every other
white guy is armed to the teeth, making provisions for martial law, FEMA camps, market
collapse, the Four Horsemen, blah blah blah. Dennis is getting jumpy, practicing poor
trigger discipline—the night is getting on top of him. This is too much. Someone says,
“Seriously Dennis, sort your shit out.”
Another says, “Whatever it is, we’d better get it out of the water.”
“Bad idea.”
“Just leave it alone.”
“What are you scared of?”
“I saw Tremors. Those aliens were not messing around.”
“That movie wasn’t about aliens.”
“Stupid, where do you think the giant worms came from?”
“What if it’s got the radiation? Aliens have radiation, yeah?”
“It’s killed the fish, probably.”
“There aren’t any fish.”

!34

Dennis says, “We can’t contaminate the ecosystem with aliens.” He looks around,
“Be green, y’all.”
“Enough of this,” Urtz says, mustering his courage, “I’m going in.” This
immediately settles the matter, as though he’s cast some kind of spell, and Dennis offers
no further protest. Here’s a fact: I’m ready to find out what the hell is going on. I sure
hate suspense. I’m glad, too, it was Urtz in that water instead of me.
He steps from his pensive position on shore into the dark and the mud. As soon as
Urtz is in the water all eyes stick to him. The lakebed gurgles around his naked ankles,
sucking him deeper into the silt. He submerges the inverse divining rod and does his best
to go limp, allowing it to guide his exploration.
Urtz turns to me and says, “Smell the methane? It’s the product of decaying plant
matter.”
“No one cares, Urtz,” Dennis calls from the shore, and I condemn his lack of
curiosity, really take him to task. At least, I do so in my mind. I’m too ashamed to speak
up and feel some guilt.
Urtz continues to move around in the water, raising and lowering the inverse
divining rod at random. His method appears imperfect to me and I grow restless with the
show. Past the perimeter of the headlights a large branch cracks and falls to the ground.
I’m startled and hope no one noticed. All attention is on Urtz.
One asks, “Is he okay?”
Another responds, “Sure looks okay.”
I observe, “I don’t hear any birds.”
!35

“Yeah, real quiet tonight,” someone agrees.
Dennis says, “Anything that heard that explosion has long since taken flight.”
“No shit, man.”
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13.
I wonder what Evelyn is dreaming, thinking; if she’s rolled over and noticed my
absence, if my absence has caused any concern. If she’s awake, if she sees I’m gone, then
she’s got to be worried. I smile at the thought, but I know we’ll fight about it later. My
actions will be deemed grossly negligent. They’ll be said to have caused perverse
suffering.
Evelyn is a fearful person, always anticipating the worst possible outcome of
events, regardless of probability and without rational exploration. Every night, we crank
the AC way down before bed and still Evelyn wakes up at two in the morning covered in
sweat having been through some unknowable psychic terror
She can’t help it, I know, but it does get old pretty quickly. I don’t say that to be
judgmental, please believe me. I think I understand her as well as I understand myself.
Each night, it takes her a full minute to get into bed on account of having to touch the
hardwood in precisely the right way. She’ll often walk into a room, leave, and re-enter
several times before being satisfied the ritual has been effective.
While I understand these rituals are necessary for her to keep fear and worry at
bay, I wonder if there’s a more proactive approach to managing her anxiety. I just want
her to be happy. She’s realizes it doesn’t make any sense, too. I’m sure she wants it gone.
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14.
Urtz is still searching, twelve or thirteen feet out from the bank. If he weren’t
before, he’s definitely committed now, unable to turn back, unwilling to surrender the
mysterious happening to the Artificial Lake. I see him trembling, maybe from the cold
water, maybe from fear, and I’m happy to be warm on the shore. Urtz defies the cold,
maintaining the inverse divining ritual, for all the good it’s doing him. I hold my breath,
waiting, ready for it to be over with, ready for it to hurry up and happen. I’m like, get on
with it already. I hate waiting, hate knowing a thing is coming any second now but being
stuck in that sliver of moment just before it happens. This type of tension really eats at
my stability.
From time to time I get panic attacks. They’re usually not serious and never cause
lasting damage, but it’s unpleasant to experience. I have management strategies, though
(Hate Abatement Breathing, Phrasal Repetition, Recurring Adventurer Fantasy, The
Single Flame, and so on). These sometimes mitigate the misery that comes along with an
attack. I think most of them originate from anxious self-talk and cumulative stress. But
sometimes, I’m suddenly filled with a deep dread.
Dejected, Urtz begins turning back, but then cries out. Dennis is like a lightning
bolt, levels the Mossberg right at Urtz’s head.
“Did they get you? Did an alien get you in the brain?”
“Fool, I caught my toe on something.”
“You sure?” Dennis asks, skeptical. “Well, Christ almighty, you can’t scare a man
like that.”
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Urtz stops his ritual, reaches into the water, is nearly under it, and begins pulling
on some unseen object. He’s in the midst of a struggle—the sediment is stubborn, holds
fast to whatever it has. Urtz uses both arms to beat the air pressure. It looks like quite a
challenge. No one moves to assist, content to remain shoreline spectators. He grunts,
strains in the water, doesn’t quit. The inverse divining rod floats out of reach. Finally, he’s
upright, with something large in his hands.
“Look at it. Have you ever seen anything so—“
He holds up a large stone, struggling under its weight, nearly the full width of his
shoulders. It’s magnificent, unlike any rock I’ve ever seen. The stone is covered in
metallic ridges, shining silver. But, embedded in the ridges there’s a honeycomb of green
crystals—they form a mosaic around the stone. I’ve never seen anything like it, never
knew something like this occurred in nature. Each crystal picks up the high beams,
scatters the light in every direction. Urtz moves deliberately out of the lake. The light
makes me squint. It looks like stained glass.
Urtz is breathless. He stammers, “a pallasite—they’re incredibly rare.”
“A what?”
“It’s a type of meteorite, the rarest kind,” Urtz explains. “It must’ve been much
larger than this, exploded in the air right above us. Amazing.”
“What’s he saying?”
Urtz knows his astronomy. He’ll tell you it was his calling in another life, but
more likely he just took some classes a long time ago. The man has plenty of schooling,
holds a philosophy doctorate and everything. I’m not sure on all the details, it doesn’t
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come up often, but he was on track for some cushy academic position at a state college
when he had a crisis. He abandoned academia for South America, chilled in the Amazon
with some shamans for a minute before writing his book, The Dyad Way of Apotheosis:
You and Your Inner Deity. I think he did something with prisons after the book,
volunteering or whatever. I don’t really know how he landed in Walnut, but here he is.
“Incredible,” I say, wanting to chime in.
I was enamored—I’d call it love at first sight, except I’d be talking about falling
for a rock. No, I don’t care. I’m completely under the meteorite’s spell. It had to be worth
a fortune to boot. I mean, look at it. Everyone else backs up. Their eyes are big and they
swear under their breath. Dennis is so tense he might explode. Unlike them, I’m not
afraid. I get in close to the water and stretch out my hand, even though Urtz is ten feet out
into the lake. If he would just walk over here, walk toward me.I could reach it, I could—
One of them says, “A space rock. That can’t be safe.”
Dennis says, “Best be careful with that—it’s liable to have powers.”
“Tell Dennis to hush with that jibber jabber.”
But Dennis doesn’t hush, explaining, “That’s liable to give you psychic abilities,
heal you of your ails, too.”
“Where’d you get an idea like that, Dennis?”
He says, “I read it on the Internet.”
Urtz is unfazed and ignores Dennis and company, too entranced by the meteorite’s
gleaming crystals to concern himself with the science illiteracy surrounding us. Intangible
fact, regardless of truth value, isn’t the sort of knowledge that carries much value around
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here. Personally, I blame the problem on a colossal failure of Mississippi’s public school
systems, but whatever.
I’m certain of one thing, though: these dilettantes don’t deserve to even look at the
stone. I want it. I want it for myself. After all, I appreciate its complexities. I admire the
processes that formed such a specimen and brought it to my doorstep. It’s an astonishing
occurrence. The meteorite will be mine, it has to be. It isn’t an option—I must have it. I
need it, need to possess it, need to hold it in my hands.
Most of all, I need to get the rock appraised and sell it off fast. Something like
that has to be worth heaps of money. Sure, it crashed on land that’s legally owned by the
Tippah County Country Club, so the meteorite is probably in Management’s care by law.
But really, what is she going to do with it? Put it on display? Boring. Sell it, keep the
money for herself? That’s well within the scope of her character.
Evelyn never needs to find out about it, if that’s even possible. No idea how I’ll
explain suddenly coming into a large sum of money—hopefully she won’t ask too many
questions. Fat chance, though. She’ll ask all of the questions. It’s a problem for future me
—even if I end up coming clean, confessing everything, she’ll understand. She’ll have to
see why it was necessary. I’m just trying to be a good husband, attend to her needs.
Urtz brings the stone to shore, or tries to, but Dennis is freaking out, blocking his
way. He and his comrades wear fear all over their faces and are the sort of men to act
rashly toward perceived threats.
Someone says, “Hold up, my man. What about the radiation?”
Urtz says, “Nonsense.”
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Dennis says, “You listen here, I won’t take your lip.”
Urtz says, “No lip—this is an incredible find. You have no idea.”
Dennis says, “I don’t need no idea.”
And Urtz says, “Look—“
Dennis says, “Leave it here, I won’t be getting the cancer.”
Urtz opens his mouth to protest further, but eyes the loaded Mossberg. Fearing the
Dragon’s Breath, he wades back into the lake.He drops the meteorite.
“All right Dennis, we’ll leave it here for now.”
“Sounds like we’ve got a plan,” says Dennis. And En masse, we all head back into
town.
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15.
I slow down when I see the dairy cow novelty mail box, pull into our driveway,
crunching over the white rock. The sun is showing a bit of itself over the tree line. Still,
the light is faint, soft. I rarely get a chance to enjoy this hour of the day—usually I sleep
as late as obligations permit. Despite the relative darkness, Evelyn has the kitchen
curtains thrown wide open, and the light is on. I watch her movements through the
window. She doesn’t see me, or pretends she doesn’t see me. Her silhouette rocks back
and forth. I can see her outline clearly—flawless symmetry. She’s got about the best
genes you can have in the unique beauty department and she knows it, with her square
jaw and her thick, blond hair. Evelyn could’ve married any man she wanted, had her pick
of the proverbial litter. I have no idea what possessed her to take interest in me, but she
did.
She’s not dressed yet, far as I can tell, just wearing her cotton robe. The robe is
thin with age, but you won’t catch me complaining. Until recently, we hadn’t had sex in
so long I didn’t even want it anymore. Another way of putting it is we hadn’t had sex in
so long it was what I wanted the most—every cell in my body cried out for it. But in
telling myself the falsehood—I do not want sex—the lie solidified into fact. At least,
that’s what I hoped would happen. Her hair is a blonde bedlam—it defies gravity,
suspended in midair. A little bit of light catches her face, and I see the familiar
topography of tension and angst. Evelyn only has a handful of disdainful facial
expressions and I’ve seen every one.
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The kitchen light is on but the rest of the house is dark. That suggests Barbara is
still asleep, a blessing. Evelyn bounces between countertops in our cramped kitchen,
making her morning coffee and her morning oatmeal. My absence at dawn and
subsequent unauthorized use of the Econoline will have elicited suspicion and ire. No
doubt I’ll be appropriately reprimanded. She’ll make the first move in the impending
fight. I don’t know what to say to her, don’t have a plan, or an explanation really, or an
excuse, or—
Inside the house, I see Evelyn has already left a terse Post-It in plain view: pay
rent. Maybe it was already there. Maybe I’ve been walking past it for days, placing it
squarely in a simulated blind spot. I push off financial obligations to the last second. It’s a
bad habit, I realize that, really. But everything always works out, and with few negative
consequences. I guess I’m not sufficiently motivated to seriously engage in selfimprovement. My Pocket Positive Thinking book says I’ve got to want it more than
anything else, want it in my bones, but that’ll never be me. Really, I just read the thing for
the Daily Inspiration. Here’s the one for September 25th: Always depend on the calm
knowledge that you can be master of anything that may happen to you. Sounds good to
me.
We rent this house from Hydro at a pretty reasonable rate. Hydro isn’t his real
name—I don’t know what his real name is. He never told me his real name. But he looks
like you’d expect someone who goes by Hydro to look—two hundred pounds of pale
flesh and a beard that would put any lumberjack to shame. He’s pretty nice about my
being late on the rent every month. I know it really annoys him, but when he looks at me
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and Evelyn he sees clueless kids, wet behind the ears, trying to make some sense of their
place in the world. His leniency is a charity. He still gets his money, but walks away from
the whole arrangement patting himself on the back.
I shouldn’t judge him, because it really does help. Incomes are low throughout the
town, and mine conform to that pattern.
I walk into the kitchen. Scout is wide awake and runs over to me, sitting by my
feet and looking straight up. She puts her nose on the back of my hand. Evelyn has the
Television on in the living room, loud enough she can hear but not so loud as to wake
Barbara. Our morning weatherman, Tom Thompson, is looking exceptionally rotund.
He’s explaining that we’re in for another hot day, and that everyone should stay indoors if
they can and be sure to drink plenty of water. He tells us that dehydration is both real and
dangerous, as though there’s some confusion on that point.
“Go ahead. Let’s hear it,” she says.
I ask her, “Did you hear the explosion?”
She makes a little fake choking sound, real irksome, and says, “That’s not going
to work, you think I’m stupid?” Of course I don’t.
“Honestly, it was a huge fireball in the sky,” I tell her.
“You’re serious,” she says.
“A meteorite crashed out on the Development Grounds, it’s amazing,” I say.
Scout is laying between us with her ears back. The dog hates it when we fight.
Evelyn shakes her head, “This is a new low for you.”
“No, listen. I’m telling you the truth.”
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“You’re a real dunce, you know that?”
She drives me crazy with this garbage. It’s not even close to your normal
relationship crazy, the kind that looks like God, I’ve been around this person way too
much, I need space. It’s more of a clenched fist, red faced, scream till your throat
combusts I’m going to explode, become a feverish viscera on the ceiling. I mean, what is
any of this for? All of this fighting is an exercise in futility. Surely, on some level, Evelyn
has admitted this to herself.
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16.
It’s kind of funny, the story of how Evelyn and I ended up together. There are two
versions actually, because the real version never lands with people. They here it and say,
“oh, so you all just switched.” But that’s not what it was like at all, and hearing more than
one person react that way is a little hurtful.
So here’s the public version: I met Evelyn through a mutual friend when we were
both sixteen, so we’ve known each other a long time. There may have been a spark back
then, but no fire. We fell out of touch during college—I was being wishy-washy about
majors in Memphis while she was studying nursing at this little Christian university in the
middle of Arkansas. But the town that school is in, I forget the name, is so small it
doesn’t have a proper hospital. This inconvenience makes for a poor nursing school
experience, so Evelyn came back home.
That’s when we reconnected, and the spark ignited. Everything that needs to
happen in order for a relationship to be successful happened: there was mutual attraction/
interest/long term goals, the stars aligned, blah blah blah—this story is nothing new.
But that’s not what happened. See, there was a boy at the Christian college named
Aaron. He was a good deal older than us, and the sort of guy that comes across as/plays
up being rough around the edges, with his smoking and his history of drug use (these
taboos are especially damning in the Church of Christ bubble to which her former
university belonged). Their relationship was serious.
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Anyway, she convinces the guy to move with her, and he does, and gets involved
with the philosophy program I’d finally landed in at Memphis. That’s where I met him,
and discovered his connection to Evelyn.
I was also pretty serious with a girl, Olivia—I guess we were high school
sweethearts, though I dislike the phrase. Anyway, I mentioned Olivia to Aaron, which
triggered the usual social expectations of double dates and other bilateral time
expenditures. I hadn’t thought about Evelyn for years, but here she was. It seemed like
we had a good thing happening, the four of us, until the night of my 22nd birthday party
(incidentally, three days after my actual birthday). That night, I made The Discovery:
Olivia sprawled under Aaron in our bed displaying an energy I hadn’t seen since we were
high school seniors. As you might imagine, all relationships were soon after dissolved.
Olivia and Aaron are married now, with a kid. I don’t think he ever finished
school—I didn’t see him around the department after it all happened. But anytime I look
at their various social networking photos, they’re always smiling or taking their daughter
somewhere fun. I guess that means they’re happy.
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17.
Evelyn finishes her morning oatmeal and refreshes her morning coffee. She stays
my the CoffeeMate awhile before putting a spoon of sugar into her mug. She turns and
leans on the counter, frowns a little. She looks, I don’t know, impatient. She’s staring me
down, expecting something from me, I don’t know what. I look out the open window,
look at the sunrise and the open fields. My mind wanders to the Artificial Lake.
That image of the meteorite: Urtz holding it over his head, the olivine crystals in
the headlights, how everything around me dropped out of focus. The memory is
unmoving and resonate, jammed in there real good. I can’t stop thinking about it, can’t
change the slide, and don’t want to. There’s a quality to the stone that defies description.
Maybe, if I could explain this to Evelyn, she would forgive my offenses. I know that’s a
long shot—more accurately, destined for complete failure.
If only she’d seen it herself, gazed into the depths of the crystals.
Crazy talk—that’s some crazy talk. Sort your shit out.
It’s all just so confusing. I want to be this one way, be a good husband, make her
smile like I used to, but it’s like I’m genetically bound to be the antithesis of her dream
boy (muscly, dirty blonde, rugby player, prays out loud, good zucchini quiche, and so on).
Without creative success and confidence I’ve lost all my sex appeal. I’m just this boney
good-for-nothing to her, incapable of kind words, full of resentment.
A person can’t be anything other than the person that they are. That’s a simple
fact. People don’t change. At least, I’ve never seen it happen. But if I were less of myself
and more of this ideal person that exists in Evelyn’s mind, this person who can fix
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plumbing and work hard and always be kind. If I were like that, I think many of our
marital problems would evaporate. I should have been thinking long term during the good
times, known our euphoria was temporary. I could’ve prepared more, probably faked my
way into being a better husband. Maybe, if I’d played pretend, assumed a false position,
done a bit of acting, followed the script, worn the right hat—
Someone’s rooster announces the beginning of his day. How inconsiderate,
throwing his contentment in our faces like that. I won’t be going back to sleep, nice as
that would be. I eye the coffee pot, weighing the risks of pouring a cup against the
probability of earning further irritation from Evelyn by doing anything other than
standing here, taking her guff. The clock on the range is incorrect, but I think it’s
probably six in the morning. She sets her coffee mug on the counter behind her.
“I just don’t understand why it’s so hard for you to think about my needs.”
“Evelyn, all I ever think about are your needs.”
“You’re delusional. You’re just delusional.”
“When am I ever thinking about anything else?”
“Look around. The house is a wreck. You’re out late often.” She’s got some good
tears going now and I resent their power to guilt me.
She says, “I’m the only one taking care of Barbara. I worry and worry.”
There it is: I worry and worry. As if one worry is insufficient to convey the
severity of her anxiety. That second worry really hammers the point home, the sheer,
overwhelming nature of the worrisome quality, its pervasiveness, its immovability—good
God.
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She says, “Try being part of this family for once.”
“Oh, fuck you,” I say in my coldest voice.
She puts her hand behind her and knocks the coffee mug off the counter. Tiny bits
of it radiate across the tile floor. It’s a total accident, would maybe be funny under
different circumstances. But neither of us laugh. I just stand there, staring, all unbelieving
and stupid-looking. She looks at me like it was my fault—her eyebrows are absolutely
livid.
The crash and tension are enough to trigger that familiar feeling: the intrusive
thoughts, the undercurrent of panic. All manner of dreadful images run through my mind.
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18.
I’m so afraid how much it will hurt when Scout dies, but it isn’t just the feeling of
fear. I see it happen, in my mind, as vivid as any recent memory: a cold room, the distinct
lack of decreeable odor characteristic of sterile environments, the shaved patch on
Scout’s leg, the syringe filled with violet fluid, her tiny whimper when the needle goes in.
I put my hand by her mouth and she licks it.
I didn’t know that feeling like this was possible till we got the dog, or maybe I did
and just didn’t want to think about it. Scout is a year old—there are many more years
with her, many happy memories to be made before it ends. But it will end—that day is
coming, and every day of happy memories means we’re one day closer to the end.
Evelyn would understand, know what I meant when I said all of these words, but I
can never say the words. She has her own struggles and wants so badly for me to be
strong, to be her rock. And so I have to promise her that I am strong but, as you see, I’m
not.
And it’s so lonely. It shouldn’t be, but it is. I don’t know how I got so turned
around in my head. Marriage is supposed to be companionship and trust and intimacy and
love and forgiveness and the knowledge that your partner makes you better, the best.
That’s how it could be, the potential energy is there, waiting to be released. But none of
that is happening and I can’t quite figure out what I’m doing wrong, or how to get it back
to what it should be. Something just isn’t clicking. Something just isn’t loading up, 404
Not Found, Return to Sender.
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19.
Evelyn clears her throat in expectation. There’s a darkness to the fire in her
breathing, a malicious intent. As unfair as I think she is to me, on some level I understand
that I’ve brought this upon myself. She’s waiting for me to respond, waiting for some
kind of reaction more substantial than wide eyes and surprise. This is choppy territory
now, shit is getting intense. Being something of a coward, I don’t negotiate intense
particularly well.
Finally, I manage to get out, “Jesus, Evelyn. Jesus.”
She balls up her hands, “I hate it when you say that.”
But the best I can do is, “Seriously, Jesus Christ.”
“Don’t you dare blaspheme,” she says.
Barbara coughs down the hall. Great. I hear the floorboards creak—she’s out of
bed, standing up. She’ll be here any minute, sure to weigh in on the coffee mug smashing
incident. Yes, here she comes. It’s inevitable. Somehow, I know, it will be my fault. And
in a week’s time, I’m sure I’ll become the mug smasher in Barbara’s twisted retellings.
“The hell is that ruckus?” She calls out. Barbara has a drawn out quality of
speaking, as though each of her words require considerable effort to produce.
“It’s nothing,” I say. Evelyn is silent.
“Little girl, is everything all right?”
“Everything’s fine. Go back to sleep,” I shout.
“Shut the hell up you filthy sluggard,” she shouts back.
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I hear the bed creak. Barbara is going back to sleep, or so I hope. I don’t
understand how it all turned into this. Marriage isn’t supposed to be this way. It’s
supposed to be a joint effort toward building a less lonely future. People have always told
me the first year is the hardest—so far they’re completely right. But I didn’t think, I
didn’t know it would be this hard. It’s all wrong now, all wrong and twisted. Honestly, I
used to be happy. She enabled my best self then, and she was proud of me. I don’t think
she’ll ever be proud of me again. My heart nearly falls right out of my chest just thinking
about it.
Maybe that’s the source of the marriage’s creeping disappointment: for so long, I
was convinced that Evelyn and I were unique, were immersed in something unlike
anyone else’s love story. We were fearless and unique and unbreakable.
On the Television the news is doing a story on a boy from Pontotoc who turned up
murdered. He’d been kidnapped the day before when he was playing in his front yard.
The boy’s parents are on the screen, distraught, saying over and over they don’t know
how this could have happened. His mother says she only looked away for a second. It
was just a second, she says and weeps. They cut to the reporter, who goes on about the
tragedy of the situation, it’s unthinkable nature, a devastated community, blah blah blah.
The monologue ends with a poorly veiled implication this child’s parents are, out of
negligence, responsible for his fate. The anchor asks if police have any leads and the
reporter says not at this time. All they know is the boy was drowned.
Evelyn puts a finger in my face. She’s still breathing hard. She says, “You really
need to put in some effort around here.”
!54

“I never finished explaining,” I say.
She stares at me, drawing a blank. “What are you talking about?”
“The meteorite—you cut me off.”
“This again?” She chews on her fingernails.
“I promise. It’ll be all over the news,” I say. “If you’d just listen.”
She walks away from me, has no patience for my words. It’s useless—I can’t
communicate the experience. I don’t think she’d understand anyway, even if she actually
listened. It had been the kind of event you just had to be present for, a moment whose
significance couldn’t be explained after the fact. Evelyn isn’t receptive and there aren’t
any decent reasons why she should be, I guess. I know she’s right. I don’t do enough
house work, help with Barbara, or whatever. It’s all just so boring. Should’ve just
pretended to be a Christian from the get-go, saved myself heaps of trouble.
“I suppose we just do this, then.” I say.
“Do what?” She plays along.
“Trench warfare,” I say.
“I suppose so,” she says.
I say, “fine,” and she says, “fine,” and we stare each other down. She’s on her side
of the kitchen and I’m on my side. I’m biting my tongue, definitely not going to say
anything running through my head right now. It wouldn’t even make me feel better,
getting it out in the open. I just need to get away, need to go somewhere else, need to feel
like I’m alone. Living with your wife and her mother in a two bedroom house leaves little
personal space, and when I want to be alone, I really want to be alone. That’s something
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Evelyn has never understood, even during our best days. She’s an introvert too, but likes
people more than I do.
I say, “I’m out of here.”
She says, “Not before the rent money is in my hand.”
“You’ll get your damn rent, later.”
“It’s Friday.”
“I have errands.”
“Nothing is open this early.”
“I just need a minute by myself, okay?”
She crosses her arms. “You’re going to see Harry.”
She knows, maybe—but how? Harry is the closest thing I have to a good friend in
Walnut. Dennis is nice, and I enjoy Urtz’s company, but Harry and I actually have stuff in
common.
Of course I’m not going to work so early on a Saturday. I want to meet up with
Harry at his trailer. He and I have some business to attend to, the sort I had to keep secret
from Evelyn. If she finds out I’m sneaking around, getting high with a UFO chaser, she’ll
do worse than break coffee mugs. She’d be all, Are you so miserable you've got to smoke
pot to be happy? And I’d be cornered, forced to cop to all of it, say something like, Well
yes, that’s exactly it. And she’d rage and say Fuck you, you little, stupid fuck, then drive a
knife in my stomach. All of it would have been meaningless and I would be alone and
afraid and slowly bleeding out on the tile.
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Her suspicion is a real problem for me. It’s a tachycardia inducing, rapid
breathing, inevitable shit storm. Where did I slip? How is it possible? I don’t understand.
I’m so careful—my operational security is always top notch. I’ve lost my edge thanks to
this damn place. Maybe I was careless, left physical evidence lying around. Maybe she’d
seen me with Harry in town. Maybe she could smell the drugs on my clothes. Maybe she
went through my phone. Maybe she followed me.
Sort your shit out. Deny everything.
I say, “Believe it or not, I’m sometimes responsible.”
“Going with not,” she says.
“That’s your prerogative,” I say.
She says, “Get out.”
And I say, “I’m getting out.”
She says, “Good, do it.”
And I do. I get out.
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20.
Walnut at dawn can be a real pleasure to drive. I have the roads to myself, like I
own the whole town. It’s magnificent and I feel young. I roll the windows down, let the
summer morning breathe in my face. The grass is tall on either side of me, wild and
insurgent. The moment is too perfect though—something has to ruin it. Evelyn’s biting
words push their way into my mind. Try being a part of the family—she said that to me.
All her cruelty winds up on a loop. There’s nothing I can do about it. I drive faster, push
the Econoline to its limit. The road blurs. I run a stop sign and I run another stop sign.
The whole machine quakes around me, as though it means to fall to bits in the middle of
the road. I don’t care—let it shatter. Let my velocity tear the engine asunder. Let it all go
to pieces and snuff out my light.
I can see Harry’s trailer coming up quickly, too quickly. The road rushes beneath
me, blurs into a flowing line. There’s no discernible details—the world runs together. I
try to blink back clarity but it’s useless. I press the brakes, nearly roll the whole van. He’s
on the very edge of town. I don’t know if he owns the land or if he’s squatting or what.
Harry was here long before I came to Walnut and nobody wanted much to do with him.
That was just how he liked it, as it afforded him a number of opportunities to get up to
mischief. I park by his Moped and go inside.
The trailer is exactly what you’d expect from your average Mutual UFO Network
(MUFON) deep-ender. No kidding, the place is plastered in grainy photos of flying
saucers, tabloid clippings of extraterrestrial sightings. He has a huge antenna shooting out
of the trailer’s roof like a great finger pointing to the sky. I bet he could get up to some
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real NSA shit with that gear, but he uses it to monitor what he calls alien comm
frequencies. By some miracle he’s gotten a fiber optic hookup run out here. I have no
idea how he pulled that one off. Harry needs every bit of that speed, too, with the illicit
activities he’s up to. His energy bill has to be as high as his alien comm scanner on
account of his Bitcoin mining operation—I’m sure the costs of running the server racks
are hardly offset by crypto-currency gains, but Harry assures me he’s making easy
money. On top of that, the trailer’s internal temperature only drops below 90º F during
the winter. Every time I’m here I complain about this.
“It’s free heat,” Harry says.
“Not really,” I say.
“Look, a person like me, out here,” he says. “A person like that has to do anything
he can to survive.”
“I’m sure you face daily existential annihilation,” I say.
That gets him worked up. He says, “You don’t know the half of it, man. Some
government spooks were here just before you were. Shit is getting intense.”
I cock my head in a deliberate effort to show interest, which isn’t to say I’m not
interested—I am. I just want Harry to recognize my interest in him/the crazy stories he
comes up with. “Spooks? Like, FBI agents or something?”
“Yeah, man, black suits and sunglasses to boot.”
I’m sure he’s hallucinating. I’ve known Harry to drop a ten strip immediately
upon waking. He’d be useless for a couple of days, claiming to have accessed all manner
of space wisdom. Of course, it was a show. He fancies himself a psychonaut, but I think
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he’s irresponsible. It’s all about recreation, escape. He’s tripping for the hell of it and isn’t
seriously interested in enlightenment, or whatever. Not that I think a thing like
enlightenment is even possible, but at least people seeking it through chemistry can have
some respect for the power of what they’re consuming. This morning, he’s having beer
for breakfast, or he never went to sleep in the first place.
Lacking any responsibilities in Walnut, I guess he has that freedom. It makes me a
little envious. I mean, I think he’s lonely, but at least he does whatever he wants without
having to manage social consequences. I won’t lie—I’d live like this if I could pull it off,
minus the UFO chasing. Something about his lifestyle strikes me as inspired. Harry
reigns free in his own space, governed by his passions and nothing else. He doesn’t need
to chase sex or attachment—neither has any power over him. At least, that’s what he tells
me. Whatever is inside him that any other human would seek to fill with companionship,
interpersonal interaction, whatever, Harry has managed to satisfy it by being that guy
who believes in the aliens.
“What’d the spooks want?” I ask.
“What do you think, man?” he asks, “With all the UFO activity in the area this
morning it’s no surprise they’re snooping around. It’s SOP for a Fallen Angel scenario.”
“Fallen Angel?”
Harry keeps going. “Anyway, I told them I didn’t see or hear anything—I’m not a
witness. I’m not a witness.” He puts his arms in the air, miming surrender, and laughs.
“The last thing I need is people thinking I’m a narc.”
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“Harry, you gotta realize, you’re the last person anyone would suspect of being a
narc.”
“Let’s keep it that way,” he says.
“But, did you see anything?”
“Yeah, man, I saw the light in the sky, saw it try to land out yonder too. It was
righteous.”
He lights a bowl and takes a long drag from his gravity bong. What a complex
mechanism—I think it’s far too gaudy, way out of sync with the rest of the trailer. We sit
on a ragged couch, springs protesting beneath our weight, the original color disguised by
spill and stain and smoke. The ambiance of his trailer feels spot on. I take time to
consider the rightness of ambiances and feel good about myself for being the sort of
person who evaluates the virtues of situational quality.
Harry was born and raised in Walnut. He did well enough in school, relatively
speaking—everyone knew he was smart. He tells me that wasn’t the problem. The
problem was that he couldn’t bring himself to care about the things everyone else cared
about. He preferred his computer to a game of football and was largely misunderstood.
He taught himself all sorts of machine code in middle school, on outdated equipment, in a
place that had no interest in the stuff people do with machine code. That didn’t stop Harry
—it was the drugs that did that. At least, that’s how he tells it to me.
“By the way, what’s the status on that shit for Urtz?” I ask.
“Man, should be around here, unless I ate it.”
“Let’s hope not, he doesn’t pay me till delivery.”
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“I’m kidding. You’re way tense,” he says. He opens one of his cabinets and pulls
out a USPS package. “Here, man, take it.”
“Thanks.”
I pull out my pocket knife and flick it open, showing off a bit, and cut into the
package. Inside is a length of bubblewrap protecting a small, clear vial of yellow powder.
“I still don’t understand why you carry that thing around,” Harry says, meaning
the knife. “It’s not like you’re ever going to need it, to, you know, stab someone.”
“It’s not a weapon, Harry. It’s a tool.”
Harry shakes his head. I hold up the vial to get a closer look at it. There’s no label
or any markings to indicate exactly what the yellow powder is. It’s an eerie substance,
appealing to my curiosity. If the cap didn’t have a seal wrapped around it, I’d open the
thing up and give it a sniff, even sample it for myself.
“What’s he even doing with all this stuff anyway? Harry asks. “This is what, his
third order this month?”
“Something like that. I don’t even remember what it was called,” I say.
“Me neither.”
I say, “Sorry for being tense. Shit has been kind of crucial lately.”
Harry doesn’t say anything, busy now with his paraphernalia. I don’t judge his
decision to forgo ambition and remain in Walnut. If he hadn’t done this, he and I
wouldn’t be friends today. As for the UFOs, I’ve got no idea how they came into play—I
think anyone whose on his own for long enough is bound to lose a little of his mind.
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21.
Once, after I had determined I was going to propose to Evelyn, but before I’d
planned the whole deal out, we were in a bookstore. It has a new name, but for most of
my life it was called Paper People.
Bookstores have a kind of library effect on the people in them, in that bookstores
tend to be quiet places (despite their lack of Quiet Please signs). Additionally, Paper
People is internally large, which compounds the library effect.
Anyway, we’re in the new releases and Evelyn takes my hand and leans in close.
The place is mostly empty and it smells warm and like adhesives, faint peroxide—that
sounds bad, but it isn’t really. Evelyn says to me in her library voice, “This is where I fell
in love with you.” As soon as she says the words I realize that the perfect moment had
just happened.
And if our lives were a quirky romance film, this is part where I pull out the ring
(humble, but no less beautiful for its humility) and ask her to marry me. This is the part
where she cries and says yes and we cut the a beautiful wedding and a stock happily ever
after ending.
But our lives are not this quirky romance film, and I the perfect moment passes,
because I was unprepared, because I was not carrying the ring with me everywhere I
went. This error was not one of forgetfulness or born out of a lack of foresight; it was an
error of hesitation, of my uncertainty, of the tiny, fearful, voice telling me that marrying
this woman was a mistake, that I’m not a person anyone should be married to.
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22.
Harry gets a notification on some computational device—he looks around quickly
and shrugs, ignoring it. The BitCoin mining rig whirrs in front of me, spits hot air in my
face. It isn’t pleasant, being late September, but I’m not hanging out in a trailer to be
comfortable. I’m only here for the green. Thanks to his connections over dark net
markets, Harry has an endless supply of proper American bud. I praise him for this.
“Not American,” he says. “Californian.” He chokes on a cloud that expands,
engulfing the trailer.
“That is American,” I say.
“Man, it really isn’t,” he says.
“Hey.” I gesture at him. “Let me get a taste of that.”
He passes me the equipment and I’m clumsy with it, lacking his experience. I
can’t blame Harry for all his paranoia. He does regularly break the law, and while he does
so cautiously, maintaining this lifestyle isn’t without risk. I hope it’s all worth it, or has
been, to him. I hope if Harry loses everything, he’ll look back without regret, not wanting
anything to be different. Being just outside a small town helps him keep a low profile, at
least, until someone wonders why a trailer in the backwoods of Mississippi is jacked into
fiber with sky high utility bills. Maybe Harry’s obsession with aliens acts as a cover, a
smokescreen, gives anyone interested the excuse they need to dismiss him.
Still, I think his days are numbered. Eventually, someone will take issue with his
activities. One day, surely, someone will come for Harry. This kind of anarchy can’t run
unchecked for long. He’s just too free. I wonder what his exit strategy is, if he even has
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one. I realize I have no idea whether or not Harry is the sort of guy to plan for the future,
but I suspect he’s at least as irresponsible as I am.
Finally, I say, “But, like, you know it’s not a UFO. You know that, right?”
“What’s not?”
“The crash last night, the explosion and the light.”
“Of course it was a UFO. It must be.” He sounds confident.
“No man, it was a meteorite. I saw it myself,” I say.
“You don’t understand, dude,” he says, in a bit of a trance. “You only see what
they want you to see.”
“Convenient,” I say.
“They’ve been doing this a really long time, dude. Cover ups and such.”
“You have evidence?”
“I just know, dude. I’ve got a sense for these things.”
By a sense, Harry means to say he’s fallen victim to his own personal
confirmation bias, that he’s basing all conclusions on a series of bad data, that he has too
small a sample set, can’t see the forest for the trees. And so on. All of the UFO faithful
have that in common. On nights I can’t sleep I’ve been on their forums, read their
abduction testimonies, examined their evidence. And, if I may gloat a little, I think I’ve
largely understood their minds. This is no small task—there is some seriously disturbed
shit out there. I know these people are sick, but some of the stuff they come up with—
you never expect people to actually say those sorts of things. But, I feel, the majority of
these guys were on society’s fringes and needed to be justified in their non-conformity, in
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their abandonment of anything ordinary or normal. I mean, most people see only what
they want to see—it’s no great sin.
“Listen, it was a meteorite,” I assure him. “There’s something special about it,
too.”
“What do you mean by special?” He leans in, cocks his head.
“Not quite sure—it had a quality that’s difficult to describe.”
“Interesting,” Harry says. He nods a few times and says it again: interesting. I
study Harry’s reaction, his sudden interest and nearly immediate feigning of nonchalance.
This is abnormal behavior, even for someone like him. He knows I’m working up to a
mutually beneficial proposal.
I say, “I could use your help.”
“Yeah? How so?”
“Urtz called it a pallasite,” I explain. “See what you can dig up about those.”
“What are you cooking up?”
“That this thing may be a great investment opportunity.”
“Yeah?” He eyes me and asks, “Then what’s in it for me?”
I have it all worked out, tell him it’ll be a seventy-thirty split of the profits. Selling
it may not exactly be legal, I explain, but I have confidence we can pull it off. I tell him
that I know he’s both smart and cautious, and that I trust him. He smiles at that and snaps
his fingers.
“Something that extraordinary has got to be valuable,” I say.
“Well, if I’m handling that, I should get a bigger cut.”
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“You don’t get a bigger cut because I’m the one stealing the thing.”
“Makes sense, I guess,” he admits.
I say, “Listen, keep this on the down low,” and he assures me that I can rely on his
discretion, as always, and that I should know as much, seeing as how long he and I have
been friends. And he’s right. I do believe in him.
This has the potential to solve a lot of my problems. I know I have plenty of
messed up shit hanging around me, but I like to think I’m smart enough to know when to
move on an opportunity for profit. The risk could be mitigated by thorough planning and
quick actions. The longer I wait to get my hands on the meteorite, the greater my risk of
getting caught.
Harry and I sit around for a while, take a few more hits. I think I hear something
outside, whip my head around and check the window—nothing.
Eventually, I say, “Evelyn.”
“Don’t take this wrong, but she’s no good for you.”
“Maybe not, but I sure can’t get enough of her.”
Harry says, “Say no more,” and claps me on the shoulder.
I’m not sure if he’s being empathetic or trying to shut me up. Maybe he didn’t
want to here about my Evelyn problems. Maybe he thought it was all some bullshit and
couldn’t be bothered with it. He probably thinks I complain too much. I know it—he’s
thinking, What do you have to complain about, what with your sexy wife and easy job and
the relative certainty that your life is on track. Sure, sure, I might grumble too much.
That’s a possibility. Either way, I want to talk about it, but it doesn’t matter.
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It’s not like I think Harry has any relevant insights—his relationship experience is
practically nonexistent and I don’t trust his judgement regarding anything personal. It
would be useful to me, though, to have someone in whom I could confide, someone
willing to listen. That used to be Evelyn, until we began drifting apart.
Harry opens his mouth to speak, but reconsiders, Then he commits.
“Dennis called his morning, woke me up before sunrise.”
“Rude. What’d he want?”
“He wasn’t making much sense, kept asking about alien radiation and effective
ranges and other stuff.”
“Fucking incredible.” Dennis sure knows how to be sensational.
“I have no idea where he gets these ideas, man.”
I start tapping my foot on the thin carpeting in the trailer. Being agitated is never a
good idea after smoking even the best marijuana. Unfortunately for our team dynamic,
it’s too late to walk anything back. Harry and I generally get along. Granted, I tolerate a
lot of abnormality in an effort to be a likable person. being well liked is important and all,
but Harry probably needs to tone down his peculiarities in this situation. This time, I’m
all full steam ahead.
“From you, man. He gets them from you,” I tell him.
He holds his hands up. “Okay, okay. That’s fair.”
“Look, you need to turn the volume down with Dennis.”
“No, no I won’t do that.”
“Come on, he can’t handle it,” I say. “Doesn’t have the constitution.”
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“Dude, knowledge has no owners.” Harry sits up and narrows his eyes, gives me a
smug grimace.
“Don’t give me that crypto-anarchy bullshit,” I say.
“I can’t give what no one possesses.” It gets worse. He says“You’ve spent too
much time in the consumer economy. They’ve got your brain all re-wired, man.”
“Damn, you’re high,” I say, fully aware I’ve got no counterculture cred, opting,
instead, for humor.
“It’s true. More?” Harry says.
“No, listen—Dennis is paranoid enough.” I get stern, move in close to Harry.
“You’re gonna make him snap if you keep this up.” That’s right—get you some
culpability.
“Okay, fine. I only see him at Murph’s anyway.” He backs down. “Speaking of,
fancy the brown sauce? I’m sure he’d open up for us.”
“It’s like, seven in the morning,” I say, though the prospect of day drinking
sounds like fun, a welcome respite from the ills of my life.
“That’s never stopped you before,” Harry says, trying to tempt me.
“Another time,” I say. “No lie, I actually do have some other stuff I need to do
today.”
“Other stuff?”
“Work stuff.”
“Look at you, Mister Responsibility.” Harry prods my ribs and I hate him for it.
I gather Urtz’s package and my purchase and leave.
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23.
In the bookstore, when Evelyn said, “This is where I fell in love with you,” she
was referring to a time a few years prior. It was three or four months after it happened,
the Discovery. Evelyn and I had respectively entered the phase of a bad breakup where
your friends/family have done all the consoling they’re going to do. They know longer
grieve for the relationship’s end. They no longer empathize with your pain. Instead, the
suffering that’s nowhere nearing abatement in your own heart is now an annoyance to
them—they’re ready for you to get over it. This is the most lonely time during the
recovery.
Except, since The Discovery was a thing that happened to both of us, we weren’t
lonely with each other. This perfect storm of emotion and craving and need circled
around us, as in that moment, we were the only two people on the planet who possessed
perfect understanding of each other. Who could turn away from that? Who could resist?
We didn’t, and it drew us closer and closer.
But back to that day, when Evelyn fell in love with me. She wanted to see me but
I was being moody and stubborn. She kept trying, one text then another, then another. She
kept prompting, until she finally called me and said, “I’m going to Paper People and I’ll
see you there, or I won’t.”
And she did see me there—of course I met her there, how couldn’t I? I walked
through the front doors and looked around and didn’t see Evelyn, but she saw me. Of
course, I missed in then, but that was the moment she fell in love with me.
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24.
I drive by the dirt mound, but no Urtz this morning. Maybe he’ll come round, and
I can kill some time here for a minute. I climb up on the mound and absorb the area’s
ambiance. The Artificial Lake is a lot different in the morning-proper—all of the
unknown qualities, hidden in the dark, are brushed away by the sunlight of a cloudless
day.
Of course I can’t see it, but I think I have a general impression as to the
meteorite’s final resting place in the Artificial Lake. This early, with no one around, I
could easily dip in for a second and retrieve the stone. Not even Zachariah is here to
witness my transgression, lay on his socialist guilt scheme while I hide the meteorite in
the cart.
I’m working myself up to it when the hand held radio, which has a provision in
the Employment Agreement that it be worn on my belt at all times, speaks to me from the
cart’s floorboards.
“Warner, hey Warner. Warner.”
It’s Travis.
“What’s the world like? Warner?”
“The world is unremarkable,” I say.
“Of course it isn’t, the world is a beautiful place. You’d be a happier person if you
took the time to consider how beautiful of a place our beautiful world is.”
“The greens are unremarkable, then.”
“Don’t tell me that. Tell me their soft, supple, begging to be fondled.”
!71

“No, I don’t think I will.”
“You’re a dreary man, Warner. If you weren’t young and didn’t have a beautiful
and loving wife, weren’t living the way a beautiful newly-wed couple should be, if you
catch my meaning, I’d think you were depressed.”
“I’m not depressed,” I say, but Travis changes the subject.
“Need you back here, Warner. HQ is in something of a crisis. It’s not good, not
good in the slightest, and you know I’m not one overstate the bad stuff.”
“That’s true,” I say.
“So right. Get back here most ricky tick, Warner. The world is a whole new place
this morning, and that’s beautiful, but it’s scary too. Think about that on your drive back.
Chew on that for a minute or two. Warner?”
“Okay.”
“So right.”
The doors at HQ announce my arrival with their squeaking and are in dire need of
some sort of silicone lubricant and it has me wondering if my Employee Agreement
stipulates hinge-oiling as one of my duties. Everyone, that is, the five occupants of the
Management sub-office, has wheeled their desk chairs in a semi-circle around the closed
double doors of the Management main office. All five turn to stare at me. It wouldn’t be
so bad if, you know, I were respected. But I’m not respected. I’m treated like a barnacles,
or something, benefiting from the Country Club’s mobility without contributing anything
substantial.

!72

Really, Thadie is the only good person in this office. I suppose Travis is tolerable,
if not too chipper, but Thadie used to make eyes at me when I first started at the Country
Club. At least, she did until she got the social memo that I’m taboo. But, I know under
different circumstances we’d be friends or—
The rest of them, though—they’re getting out of hand. It’s all ridiculous,
completely bonkers, additional evidence indicting the universe for stacking the deck
against me. I don’t deserve any of their enmity—I don’t care that the old man who
inspected the greens before I inherited the task got sacked falling asleep on the John
Deere. He ruined a good forty feet of rough before his foot bounced off the gas pedal and
the riding mower stopped. That kind of
blunder is on him.
Quit this hesitation. Find a seat and keep quiet.
Really, I’d rather not.
Just get it over with, you cowardly bit of feces.
I go in: they turn and stare. I do this little wave thing that I immediately regret.
What a loser, that’s what they’re thinking. I find a folding chair and avoid making eye
contact with anyone as I get situated. The double doors come open and Deanna Hicks,
aka Management, emerges from her spacious office/lounge space. I even catch a glimpse
of an elliptical-style exercise equipment before she closes the doors.
“I didn’t know you’d be joining us,” Deanna says.
“Whatever I can do to help,” I say.
“Do you have any thoughts regarding our current problem?”
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“I’m not sure I understand.”
“The damage, idiot,” she says. “Has someone gotten the insurance guy yet?”
Travis says, “Bill Lander took the day off, something about a root canal.”
“Lazy dick,” Deanna says. “We’ve got to figure out a way to spin this to them. I
know, you all are concerned about being party to dishonesty, fraud. You don’t want to
deal with those potential consequences, because you all of a lot to lose. I understand.
Fortunately, I’m not any of you. So trust me now, even if we have to tell terrible lies,
we’ll all benefit from a big insurance payout for meteorite damage.”
I say, “I don’t think there’s much damage to speak of.”
“Not much damage? Right, a fucking meteorite hit Hole 15,” Deanna says.
I say, “Well—“
“You listen to me. I’ll be, well, I’ll be really mad if we don’t get any insurance
money out of the crash. This is a major happening, the likes of which none of you have
ever seen. It could have been a catastrophe. People could have died. I don’t know about
you, but I’m in a severe emotional distress because of this thing. They’re rare, these kinds
of impact events, I tell you they’re rare. The human psyche is ill-adapted to the trauma
we’re having to deal with. It’s not as if meteorites hit the earth everyday.”
I say, “Actually—“
Travis says, “Yes, yes, listen to her. Trauma, major trauma, all true.”
Being cut off like that makes my blood boil.
Deanna says, “Thank you, Travis. I’m glad one of you is perceptive enough to
pick up on what I thought was obvious. We’re in serious trouble, really in the trenches.
!74

We’re going hand-to-hand with fate, and fate’s winning. Am I boring you, Warner? Is the
gravity of recent events lost on you? Are you actually that incompetent?”
I’d drifted off and quickly shake my head. No, the gravity of recent events is not
lost on me. In fact, I suspect I’m the only one here who understands exactly what’s at
stake. Insurance payouts would not be an efficient means of profiting from the meteorite
strike. No, I’m sure the stone itself is exceedingly valuable.
Deanna says, “Don’t you have greens to be inspecting?”
“I suppose I do.”
“You suppose? Worthless. Get to it.”
And I get to it.

!75

25.
I’m driving the cart, not paying any attention to what I’m doing. The sign next to
me announces the 11th hole. I don’t stop to measure the grass. I don’t take any soil
sample. I conduct no visual analysis.
Shit—this isn’t good. Get it together, man. Get that breathing under control. Slow
that heart rate down. I need time to process, to let the replays grow tried. I need to come
up with all the clever, confident things I should have said in the moment, to say them to
myself, and to get over it. I have a breathing exercise that’s supposed to help me maintain
some illusion of self-control, but I don’t remember the correct visualization technique.
The visualization technique is crucial, something about seeing the angst depart the body
as you exhale, but I always get hung up on having no basis for imagining the physical
manifestation of something entirely conceptual. Maybe ideas have material or maybe
they don’t—either way, I’m in a rut.
Intrusive thoughts, rage and turbulence, flood my mind. I want to go to the
Development Grounds and pour salt on the greens, leave lewd graffiti, anything.
This isn’t even my town—I don’t care about these people. I’m only here to
Barbara decides to croak, then it’s back to Memphis, civilization, my well-laid plans. I
feel like shit for fighting with Evelyn. I mean, she has every right to be pissed at me, I
shouldn’t blame her for it at all. I know I’m difficult to be around, selfish.
Pick up the phone, call Evelyn, tell her you’re sorry. My palms go clammy at the
thought—I don’t know why apologies are so hard. Right knuckles white on the steering
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wheel, left knuckles white on the phone, I press her name. It rings once and goes straight
to voicemail.
I tell her voicemail, “Evelyn, hey, it’s me. So I, uh, work isn’t happy with me.
They’re not giving me the advance, but I’ve got something else in the works. It’ll work
out great, I promise. Sorry I was such a dick earlier. Believe me, I’m trying, really. Okay,
well, yeah. See you soon, probably.”
Real smooth, asshole.
I think I’m nearly out of time, what with the word having spread and insurance
people getting involved and all the noise that would be coming to Walnut soon. I’ve got
to snatch the meteorite now, get ahead of what’s next. I know it’s wrong, but it’s my only
chance to get out from under the money thumb. I tell myself the meteorite is my ticket to
a clean slate, that I’ll be more responsible from here on out, that I’ll somehow make
redress for the wickedness driving me to larceny.
The day has grown scalding in the Mississippi sun. Outside, the trees and the
grass defy the heat, show off the richness of their best green hues, but I’m miserable. The
Econoline’s air conditioning hasn’t worked all summer, owing to my inability to fix stuff
or pay for stuff to be fixed—just put it on my tab. Even with the windows down the
interior of the van turns ripe. Sweat stings my eyes. The temperature is only getting to
me, though.
I call Harry, curious as to the progress he’s made with his share of the heist duties.
He picks up. “Yeah?”
“It’s Warner.”
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“Right, it shows on the screen.”
“What’ve you found out?”
“About what?”
“The fucking meteorite,” I say. “We selling this thing, or what?”
“Man, you didn’t say there was a hustle on this.”
“I’m pretty sure it was implied.”
“Jeez man, calm yourself,” he says. Then I hear the bubbling of his water pipe, his
breathy mumblings. I hear him furiously go at the keyboard. This is pretty typical,
Harry’s unreliability. He probably wasted half the day on the alien abduction forums,
fussing over videotapes of deep regression hypnosis therapies and questionable photos of
alleged implants. Maybe I made a mistake involving Harry in the heist. He’s not earning
his cut. Maybe I could handle the whole deal on my own. Maybe I should cut him out.
Finally, he says, “Pallasites, yeah? They’re rare.”
“Like, how rare are we talking.”
“Less than one percent of global impacts are pallasites.”
“Sounds promising.”
“Whoa, man. They go for fifty a gram when they’re cut up,” he says. “If it’s
bought outright we’re looking at even more.”
“Damn, this one was way big, too, all one piece.”.
“Estimate its size.”
“Urtz could barely pick it up. I know he’s old and all. But the thing had to be at
least fifty pounds, maybe more.”
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“Holy shit,” Harry says. “Holy shit.”
“What is it?”
“We’re looking at nine hundred thou, maybe even a million,” he says, and I’m
like, struck by lightning, bereft of language, think I might literally shit myself.
He says, “Only twenty pallasites have ever been found in the U.S.”
I make a sound—no idea, it’s the best I can do.
“I hear that,” Harry says. “You need to snatch this thing, like, now.”
I’m thinking it’s wise to avoid the service road. I’ll keep my distance and
approach on foot. There’s a walking path to the Artificial Lake from here but I can’t see it
through the trees. My heart is about to detonate. Every noise makes me jump and my
stomach is eating itself. I don’t want to do this, can’t do this. But I need to do this. I tell
myself there’s nothing morally wrong with my plan, that there’s no direct victim. I tell
myself stealing the meteorite is actually a good thing for Walnut. People are afraid of it—
they need it to go away. They need normality to resume, business as usual, and so on.
Facing the meteorite is an act of heroism, I say, requiring fortitude and grit.
Really though, I know I’m overthinking. It’s pretty simple—I’ll lay it out: I need
fast cash and the meteorite is all that and more. I think I can pull this off. It seems like no
one else is around, no one is constructing or surveying or standing around. I could’ve
caught the crew on lunch break, or maybe they were all taking the day off. Doesn’t matter
—I’m alone and of one mind, one purpose, one singular goal so engrained in me it might
as well have been carved into the lobes of my brain by God.

!79

26.
I’m halfway through the trees when I see them: men and women in fancy clothes
standing by the Artificial Lake. I cup my hand around my eyes to block the sunlight,
count six of them. Their movements are deliberate, every step carefully considered before
being executed. This is bad—everything is ruined. Fancied up people have luggage and
stuff with them, but I don’t see any vehicles. They’re all dressed out in white: white
shirts, white dresses, white neckties, white sandals. No way these assholes are
construction staff.
My first instinct is to run and it’s probably right. But I’m frozen in the trees, too
terrified to move. I have this daydream, what I call my Recurring Adventurer Fantasy,
stored in the back of my mind for times of stress. It’s one of my management strategies.
I’ve spent many nights getting the details perfect, locking in details of clothing and
equipment and mentality. In the fantasy I’m always wearing a jungle hat and always
carrying a revolver. More importantly, I’m always confident. It’s a nice escape when I
can’t fall asleep and is serving me well here, in the magnolias. There’s no doubt Evelyn
would love seeing me the way I’m seeing myself. I wish it were real—maybe then,
Evelyn wouldn’t find me so disappointing. The Recurring Adventurer Fantasy keeps me
moving, keeps my lack of grit from tripping me up.
Something happens. I lose my balance, and I’m on the ground and it makes a lot
of noise. Branches crack and prod me. I look up and the people have looked up and I’m
revealed to them—there’s no turning back now. One of the neckties, shorter than the
others, waves slow circles in the air, calling me over with his hands. I think I see his
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mouth moving, like he’s talking to himself. The man has to be thirty feet away, but I can
feel his eyes boring all kinds of holes in me. It’s really uncomfortable, makes me feel
cold and isolated and regretful. I want him to stop, to look away. I want to run at him
screaming and gouge his eyes out. Just leave me alone—it isn’t hard. It isn’t an
outlandish desire. My face turns red, and even though there’s no one beside me to see my
clumsiness, I feel embarrassed. Though, I do my best to suppress shame whenever it rears
its head.
Look at yourself. See yourself for what you are. Don’t be afraid to be honest with
yourself about yourself—self awareness is the only thing that will show you what is true
about you.
But his gaze holds. He keeps waving me over, repeating the same hypnotic arm
motion. There’s no escape for me, no way out of his incantation. I stand, make a pass at
the leaves in my hair, walk toward the short man. The Artificial Lake ripples gently in the
breeze.
Now that I’m close I can see this hippie burn-out type is nobody I should be
concerned with. He’s got wild man hair and a crooked nose, definitely looks like he’s
seen some trouble. In spite of this, his whole face is relaxed, even tender, except for his
eyes: his eyes are furious.
“Hello, friend,” says the man. His eyes are unrelenting and I can’t look past his
shoes. “I was wondering when you’d join us.”
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What am I supposed to do with that? Beads of sweat run down my forehead, make
tiny dark circles on my shoes when they happen to land on the brown suede. This
interaction has me shaking and unnerved, wringing my hands. And so on.
“You’re here now, so you must have felt the calling.”
“The calling?”
“There is presence in this place, an intentionality of spirit.”
“I’m not sure I take your meaning.”
“I think you do,” he says. “Your aura is strong, yellow and dark blue.”
“That’s, well, good.”
“I’ve known you many times before. You’re part of the Design.” Somehow, he
capitalizes the word.
“The Design?”
“Yes, you have a purpose in the world to come.”
And while I find all of this totally creepy, I really like that someone thinks I have
a purpose. Totally self-indulgent, sure, but I let myself feel bolstered anyway. You hear
that, Evelyn? This crazy eye man says I have a purpose in the world to come.
“I’m called Newton here. This is the family,” he says, gesturing toward the others.
“That an interesting name,” I say.
“No name is true. That knowledge is hidden for another time.”
“Well, okay. Everyone calls me Warner.”
“Praise God for this agreeable meeting,” he says.
“Praise God,” the others say, all at once.
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I ask, “What are you doing here?”
He answers, “We’re fulfilling our part in God’s Design. We will make this place a
tabernacle and spread God’s message of salvation to any who will listen.”
As we talk, the others in white form a semi-circle along the shoreline, stretching
their arms toward the center of the Artificial Lake. They seem to be concentrating hard,
faces smushed up. They put their hands together, or shake, or rotate on an axis. A few
chant unintelligible rites, magic spells, gibberish—I have no idea. They’re all so serious.
Newton is confident in his cryptic sayings, unaccustomed to being met with
skepticism or dismissal. To tell the truth, I kind of envy that level of personal confidence.
I’m pretty sure I’ve got this guy pegged as a Bible spammer, maybe even a wolf in
sheep’s clothing. These people have all the makings of snake-oil peddlers, moving from
small town to small town, spreading superstition and preying on ignorance wherever they
set up shop. It’s revolting. My fear of his power quickly diminishes.
“It’s just, I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to be here,” I say. “I should
probably call the cops.”
He sizes me up with those eyes of his. “Why are you here if you didn’t hear the
call to join us?”
“It’s really none of your business, but I was swimming earlier in the lake.” It’s the
best I can do on the spot. “My watch came off in the water. It’s a nice watch, gift from my
wife. I’ll just step in and get it back.”
He holds up his hand. “Oh no, it isn’t permitted.”
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“It’ll only be a minute. Just give me a minute,” I say, but his hand remains fixed
in space, a pale barricade.
“A star fell in this very place, didn’t you know?”
“A what?”
He says, “A new cosmic revelation, a tablet with the new commandments.”
“You’re talking about the meteorite.” It just slips out.
“Then you do know it,” he says. “We felt its arrival reverberate throughout the
noosphere. The revelation it contains is immensely powerful. God has blessed us by
allowing us to exist in these times, to prepare the earth for Christ’s return.”
I cross my arms and give Newton my best skeptical look. “I heard it was aliens.
You may want to be careful, or else you might get irradiated.”
“Do not be concerned,” he says. “Our psychic priests have been in deep
meditation and are well prepared to retrieve the tablet.”
“Psychic priests, you should have just said so.”
“If anyone else were to handle the tablet,” says Newton, “It could cause incredible
degradation of the testament within. Even the mere presence of a non-believer perturbs
the noosphere. You should step back.”
“Listen, I’m not going anywhere,” I say. I cross my arms, doing my best to look
tough.
“This is fortunate,” he says with a smile. “Please, find a place nearby to rest.
Soon, Enoch will join us and you might being to understand.”
“Enoch?” I say.
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“Our leader, away in prayer. We will raise the tent and he will speak tonight,”
sayeth Newton. “Please attend.”
He doesn’t wait for my reply, instead turning to join his companions in their
ritual. What an ass. As he’s walking away, I yell at the wrinkled back of his white shirt. I
tell him I don’t like the look of him, and that he better be careful. He doesn’t turn around
though, doesn’t respond. He just walks.
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27.
I’m waiting by the Artificial Lake for hours and hours. The time crawls by and it’s
making me crazy. I’ve never been very patient. A couple of the white-clad newcomers set
up a generator and extension cords for floodlights and a P.A. I’ve got an okay spot for
watching them, a little space under a magnolia. It’s marginally cooler in the shade and I
have a chance to see different birds drink from the lake. Some of them dip their heads
underwater, searching for fish or God knows what other kind of meal. Those that attempt
this always come up empty and eventually give up and fly away.
Urtz is here. He doesn’t speak to me though, just gives me a nod as he walks
toward the lake—no idea what he’s thinking. He walks with a slight stagger, though. I
suspect he’s been at the brown sauce.
More of the cultists show up. Cultists—that’s what I resolve to call them. From
their boxes and bins they produce short and long poles, cloth, cables. They lay the cloth
out and stand at it’s edges with the short poles. Two go under the cloth with the long
poles. As one unit, they raise the cloth together. Everything is secured with ropes and
stakes. The tent is as close to the lake as it can be without having poles in the water. The
cultists assemble a plywood stage. One of them stands on platform, tests its ability to bear
weight. Speakers on poles flank the stage, and a cultists wires a third on the ground in
front of the stage.
They complete the scene with an old pine podium. The wood is a faded yellow
and full of knots. Newton steps up to it holding a microphone, it’s cable snaking to an
ancient mixer/amp combo off to the left. He positions the microphone on the podium and
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taps it twice, eliciting two low thumps from the speakers. Newton nods to the others,
satisfied. They start hanging banners displaying scripture around the tent, or situating
rows of worn out folding chairs. It’s pretty routine stuff.
The scene is turning into a proper tent revival, the kind of thing you’d expect to
be common in these parts of the South, but it isn’t really. I grew up hearing stories about
crazy preachers handling cottonmouths as a show of faith. Far as I know, those dudes are
a dying breed. I’m no believer, but I find anything in that general arena fascinating. I’ve
lived in the South my whole life, but I’ve never seen anything like this.
My experience has been limited to poorly ventilated rooms with sweaty, red-faced
men telling me all the ways I’m a divine letdown. They stand behind their pews and
enumerate the glut of grievances humanity has indulged in, and each indictment feels
directed at me.
A few townsfolk emerge from the woods. I suppose the cultists have been making
the rounds in Walnut, drumming up interest for the evening’s rites. Dennis is one of them
and he walks over to me.
“Do you know what this is all about?” he asks.
“I’ve put some of it together,” I say. “They think the meteorite is a sign from God,
or something.”
“Ain’t no sign from God.”
“Well, they think it is. Say they’re going to channel it’s powers.”
He looks around fast. “Oh, no. They shouldn’t be messing with that, won’t end
well.”
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“I don’t see you running for the hills.”
“If they’re gonna get themselves blowed up, best believe I’ll be here watching.”
“No 12-gauge?”
“Not this time, but don’t worry—I’ve got Donder and Blitzen right here.” He lifts
his shirt and reveals a pair of M1911s, complete with handle scales made of antler.
“Fancy,” I say.
A good number of people have shown up by now—turnout is higher than I would
have expected, on account of Friday Night Football.
Friday night football at the high school is about the best entertainment we get
around here. It’s taken as seriously as Sunday church, Half the town shows up, filling in
space around the under-sized bleachers with picnic blankets and folding camp chairs.
There’s even wagering, which has occasionally led to brief violence. Being absent from a
game is in bad social form, and anyone who’s anyone around town will be there.
Newton says something to man cloaked in a blanket. It’s humid out here, has to be
in the mid-nineties. The man shakes his head—I’m thinking this is Enoch. Newton raises
his arm, maybe to pat the man’s shoulder or something, but changes his mind. The man
stands, lets the blanket fall away. He possess a hulking form, has to be seven feet tall. His
arms are as thick as my thighs, not that I’ve got much going on in that department.
Something about him immediately unsettles me—his face is remarkably similar to an old
bully of mine, enough so to dredge up some old fears.
“Keep your eye on those two,” I tell Dennis.
“Roger that.”
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I ask him, “Where’s Boe?”
“Oh, I wouldn’t take him to something like this.”
We find a safe place to stand in a corner of the tent. My thinking is, I’m
moderately visible to Newton and Enoch, so they can see I stuck around like I said I
would. This will shore up, in their minds, that I’m the sort of person they should feel
positively toward. I’m also far enough away from the main event as to avoid the crowd’s
attention, thus saving me from excessive social interaction.
A swarm of mosquitos lingers under the tent, really digging into the crowd. Other
than the occasional case of West Nile virus they’re harmless. Proper southerns will claim
immunity to the ire mosquitos bring, but I can tell from people’s body language that
they’re getting annoyed. This crowd has assembled in search of something outside their
ordinary lives, maybe entertainment or inspiration or reaffirmation of faith, but the
mosquitos are here for their blood. If the show doesn’t start soon, Enoch may lose his
flock.
Dennis shifts uneasily on his feet and I listen to the conversations around us.
“The hell is this supposed to be.”
“I don’t see crosses, these folks supposed to be Christians?”
“What else would they be?”
“It’s confusing. Church should be simple.”
“I hope they have snacks at the end.”
“Don’t be silly.”
“It’s nice when people bring snacks.”
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There’s someone else in the tent, another newcomer. Maybe from Corinth, or—
she’s tall, has her hair pulled back, and is outfitted with a pair Nikon DSLRs slung over
opposite shoulders, one with a long lens, the other with a short lens. Must be a journalist
—the press’s being here doesn’t bode well for the outcome of my already unlucky heist. I
mean, I could really do without the additional scrutiny. She’s snapping away, frame after
frame, pausing only to produce a voice recorder and ask a few questions of people willing
to engage her.
As far as I can tell, the meteorite is still in the Artificial Lake. At least, the cult
hasn’t put it on display anywhere. Being so close to the water, I’m sure the stone will
feature heavily in tonight’s sermon. Maybe proximity to the meteorite is all Enoch needs
to divine the special revelation, the path to true enlightenment, or whatever.
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28.
Enoch hands Newton the microphone and bows his head behind the podium. He’s
silent and still as Newton speaks.
“Friends, I know what you’ve come to see. I know who you want to hear from.
But before Enoch, God’s voice on this earth, testifies to you, allow me to bless our
gathering with prayer.”
Newton raises his hands over the gathering and, knowing the drill, the acolytes
bow their collective heads. Those lucky enough to have snagged a chair stand up. Those
wearing ball caps remove them. But Newton doesn’t speak yet, and in the stillness of the
tent every sound is amplified. The pause gets longer and longer. Chairs creak. Throats
clear. People sway unevenly on the balls of their feet, shifting their weight. The tent is
surrounded by a chorus of cicadas— the insects fill the air with pulsing, alien music.
Then Newton says, “Father, in the name of Jesus who is Lord, I lift up to you the
word. It’s not my word, or anyone else’s—it’s Your word. Move upon brother Enoch in
the name of Jesus as He is your conduit to deliver Your word. We ask the Holy Spirit to
move through us now, tonight, in this place, and we give the Father the praise and the
honor and the glory for what He will do tonight. Almighty one, you are the Father,
unchanging throughout the ages, and in Jesus’ name all the saints say Amen.”
I clean my glasses, ready for the show to start. I think it’s a sentiment echoed with
just about everyone. Newton holds the microphone out to Enoch, and takes it without a
word. Newton moves to the side of the stage and stands attentive and waiting, though
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I’ve got no idea for what. He finds me in the crowd. Those furious eyes seem to shout at
me: something big is coming—get ready.
Enoch begins. “You turn on the T.V. and you see the headlines in the newspapers,
I know you do. We see the economy failing, homes foreclosed, the faithful cast out. It
always seems like there’s just nothing good, nothing good in the world. But I’m here to
tell you, yes I am, I’m here to tell you there is one that is good.”
Someone toward the front, one of the cultists, says, “Amen.”
Enoch wears a white tie and a gold watch. Behind him are a number of banners
with various scriptures painted in different scripts. They’ve even managed to affix some
above the platform where the tent begins it’s incline toward the middle poles. The words
fan out on either side of Enoch’s body like wings. Encircling the perimeter of the tent are
strings of light bulbs, each dim and flickering.
“Now, some of you have come tonight to see a show, see the man up front yell
and dance. You’re here to be entertained. This isn’t the time or the place for that. No it
ain’t. If that’s what you want, you should take your money to a show, go watch a movie.
But, I wouldn’t recommend it, because Hollyweird’s got nothing over God. Amen?”
“Amen to that.”
Enoch’s acolytes are behind him now, or scattered throughout the crowd, each
standing out in their white clothing. They’re expressionless, still, waiting.
“I’m going to preach a message tonight, God willing. And it’s called Your Path
Through the Storm. Now, I’ve preached this one before and I don’t like to recycle
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sermons. No, I really don’t like it. But God said, God said to me, preach this one again.
And I said, all right God, I’ll preach it again.”
A handful of people on the front row jump up, clap a few times. They’re from
Walnut, not part of the cult. It’s too late for them—Enoch already has them swept away
by his words, his charisma. His voice is music, slow and languid during certain phrases
then so fast I can hardly understand him. Some people want it—the weak-willed, the
simple minded—and Enoch delivers.
“You are sailing on a ship, your ship in this thing we call life. You’re sailing
through the storms of life—the clouds are circling above. A storm is coming. You got a
hurricane about to wash you away. Oh, you got troubles. You got troubles aplenty. Let me
ask you, where’s Jesus at? Where’s Jesus in your ship? Where is He when your boat is
beaten by the waves of temptation, and addiction, and sin? Where is Jesus when your
children go astray, when your faith is in crisis?”
“That’s right.”
“Preach.”
“Amen.”
“Praise Jesus.”
Enoch takes the microphone from the podium and paces the stage now. He
manipulates the snaking cable with grace, charming his audience with each word, each
gesture. Townsfolk raise their Bibles over their head and clap. They’re wearing their
Sunday best, despite today’s being a Friday and despite this service being held in open
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air. The sun is setting behind Enoch, but its slow departure does little to alleviate the
Mississippi heat.
“How can you be purified? You want to be free of sin, free of vice, free of death,
but you won’t let go of the rudder. You won’t let Jesus lead you, be your Lord, no you
won’t. His voice is carried on the wind, but you do not hear it.”
A sort of call and response develops. Enoch preaches and the crowd cries out to
him. There’s an energy in the tent—the air is alive. The believers close their eyes and nod
along. A few raise their arms in the air. Caught up in Enoch’s momentum, they let
themselves be swept away.
“Hallelujah.”
“Come on.”
“Speak the truth.”
I’m unsusceptible to Enoch’s charm. Or, to put it another way, I’m susceptible to
Enoch’s charm, but have a distant/familiar voice somewhere in my mind that says, over
and over: none of this is real—it doesn’t mean what they think it means.
“Let me share a little bit of my testimony,” Enoch continues. “We are party, you
and I, to a great revelation. Just as the sky opened and Jesus the Messiah was revealed to
be the son of God the moment John put Him under the water, so the sky has opened
again. You have all been revealed to be the children of God. He is within all of you.”
“Glory.”
“Praise God.”
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The people close their eyes and smile and nod. I look at them, spellbound, and
think they must feel so content in this moment. At peace. Without dread. With sense of
purpose, of meaning, of belonging.
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29.
I find myself drifting here, and snap back into the moment. Inner divinity is good
and all, but I doubt anyone under the tent possesses it. Whatever. Everyone else is
enthralled. Enoch’s voice grows louder. His words are commanding, delivered with force.
If I’m being honest with myself, his power frightens me. As the intensity of his voice
surges, so does the energy of his movements on the stage.
The flats of his massive hands cut the air as he sweeps them in front of the
crowd. Enoch crouches low, speaks slowly, then leaps to his feet with words that are
nearly unintelligible. His motion is unpredictable and jagged, as though he’s got strings
tied to his limbs and someone high above is pulling them at random.
“Let’s hear it.”
“I wasn’t always a man of God, I won’t lie. For a time I walked in darkness, in
sin. I was lost in those iniquities, did plenty I’m not proud of, no I’m not. I was young
and made those mistakes, did crimes. They set me in front of a judge and he told me if I
kept going the way I was, I’d be dead before twenty. He told me that he was saving my
life by sending me to jail. And I didn’t know it, didn’t know then when I was in that little
room behind those bars, that he was right. It was in that jail I found the Lord, and God
said to me, he told me I had a job to do. He told me that when I got my freedom back, I
was to serve him. So that’s what I’ve done.”
“Amen.”
“Praise God.”
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“He put a power in my soul, a power to testify to his great works and ability. He’s
done it for you too, and within your souls, now, is the power to witness, the power of
healing, the power to live again after death. Before us, in this very water, lies a new
commandment. There, before you now, is a tablet writ upon in God’s own hand, the path
laid out for a new kingdom of heaven. And in that kingdom, Christ will call to you, He’ll
call you by name, He’ll count you among His own.”
“That’s right.”
“Yes.”
“Hallelujah.”
I don’t trust Enoch, don’t trust his motivations. His words are effective in
manipulating the gullible. He’s up to something, must be, has an agenda. I’m sure of it.
The heat is getting to me, too. I’ve sweated through my shirt—everyone has. The smell in
the tent is absolutely sour. It takes me out of the moment, but doesn’t affect anyone else.
“Listen to me. This world is a fog, and your flesh is not your own. It doesn’t
belong to you. When God demands it be returned, you better jump up and praise Him for
calling you home. You’re lost, you can’t even recognize yourself, but He knows you.”
“Come on, now.”
“Praise Him.”
“He knew you when he tore you from His body, which is the stars and the space
between the stars, when He sent you to this place.”
“Come on.”
“Yes.”
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“He calls your name and awakens the spirit within you. You heard the call. You
followed it like a light in the sky and it lead you to this place. You know what He asks,
that you are called to present yourself before God as a living sacrifice.”
“Amen.”
“That’s the truth.”
“Some of us, in our lives, may even be called to die for our faith. What will you
do if your name is on that list? Will you give in to fear, forsake the Lord your God?”
“No, no,” the crowd shouts.
“That’s music to my ears, you don’t even know. You’re making God proud
tonight, yes you are. I can’t tell you what a blessing that is.”
Some of his acolytes speak in a strange language behind Enoch, as if the tongues
of fire have descended on their heads. They point to him, cast their spells. Newton
dances, turning left and right, hands over his head. Suddenly, Enoch leaps from the stage
with microphone in hand, agile as a child.
“Whose gonna answer that call. Tell me who’s saved. Am I going to have to ask? I
know Reggie here is saved, Reggie has been with me a long while now. What about, what
about you, are you saved? If you say you are, you’re a liar. That’s right. None of you
here, none of you are saved. Don’t fib to me—none of you are. Not after this, not after
the new path is set before us. Stand up, stand up, come down front. Follow the call.”
“All right.”
“Praise Jesus.”
“Glory.”
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There’s some hesitation—everyone here wants this new salvation, but no one
wants to be the first to admit it. Enoch may have energized their hearts, but he hasn’t
dispelled their pride. The sunlight is gone now, completely snuffed out. One of the
acolytes switches on flood lights mounted inside the tent. Their reach outside the
boundaries of the tent is meager, ineffective. We’re moored in the darkness like a ship of
light.
I look at Dennis, whose nodding like the rest. Surely he isn’t entranced too, I
think, but the man has his eyes locked on Enoch.
“What do you think of him?” I ask Dennis.
“Hm?”
“Him.”
“The Preacher?”
“Who else.”
“I like the way he talks.”
I try to continue, but Dennis motions at me with his hand as if to say be quiet, as
if to say you’re not what’s important here. Enoch continues.
“Now, we can’t make you do anything you don’t want to, but hear this. This
chance may be your last chance. This time may be your last time. Tomorrow isn’t a
promise—you might not be there. You might not make it to the next day. Take the leap
now, take the leap and declare your new faith. Declare, and receive a new salvation. Take
your place in the new kingdom, give Jesus the rudder. Give it to Him—be free. Let your
life be a shining sacrifice to the Spirit. Be purified and born again.”
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30.
Enoch says God has determined that the believer will be resurrected from the
grave. But he’s wrong—I know this.
What I don’t know is exactly how to phrase it. Understand, it is difficult to
express, though easy to feel. There’s no pretty way of saying it—I’m just so afraid all the
time. It never stops. It never really recedes—I just deal with it better some minutes than
others. I’m never surprised when I break down. It’s an inevitable occurrence—always on
the horizon/around the corner/over the next hill.
Here is how I define it: The closer I feel to people, the more I understand an
exponential increase in the risk of injury caused by their suffering or sudden loss. And
along with that knowledge comes the total/complete awareness that my story does not
have a happy ending: the people I love will die and I will be alone.
Each day I’m with those people, the probability of the event increases, so that
human reality becomes the anticipation trauma and loss. This is our life, the substance of
our existence. This is the only truth that matters: there is no meaning in the face of
inevitable demise. We’re not destined for great accomplishments, the building of empires
or a better world. We’re destined for loneliness and suffering. God has determined
nothing for us, except expiration. We are not created in His image—we burn out.
We end.
This fact fuels my strong suspicion that God is unfair, preferring to observe over
great distance the suffering of His creation, and their conscious awareness of the
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experience of suffering. Maybe this cruel God even takes pleasure in the suffering of the
slight and the weak and the imperfect. He dispenses hardship in proportion to who we
have to lose and our awareness of the pain losing them will cause. He weighs our
potential for torment against our potential for happiness, insuring the difference leaves an
abundance of the former, for no other reason than that He can.
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31.
“Praise God, praise the Lord—get some salvation. Don’t be ashamed anyone,
don’t hold so tightly to fear.”
A man in a wheel chair rolls toward Enoch—it’s Earl.
“Praise God, what’s your name?”
“Earl.”
“Earl, I’m proud of you. Christ gave everything so we could have this moment
right now. You got a heart for God. You know what? You make me so proud. You’re here.
What made you come tonight?”
“I heard the call, I knew I had to come.”
“Praise God, praise God, praise—”
“I haven’t felt my legs in twenty-seven years.”
“I know your pain, Earl. I feel the evil inside of you, taking your limbs from you.
Oh, it’s strong, but God is stronger. You’re gonna be healed, you’re gonna be healed
tonight. I know you’re gonna be healed right here. You’re gonna walk again, Earl. Praise
God. Someone take his shoes off, don’t wanna get them wet.”
The acolytes attend to Earl and take their shoes off, too. They wade into the
Artificial Lake and form a loose circle in the water. Enoch scoops Earl out of the chair
like he was an infant and walks into the lake, into the circle. Earl shivers, the water must
be cold, but Enoch appears unaffected. He stands, cradling Earl, and turns toward the
tent.
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“Earl here repents. Say these words, Earl, say them after me. Lord Jesus, forgive
me of my sins, come into my heart, lead me to you. I believe that I am saved, and I
believe I’ll live again. Say it Earl. Mean it. Praise God.”
Earl says and means the words and the people cheer. Enoch plunges Earl’s entire
body into the water, barely gives him time to take a breath. He holds him down, water
rippling around his submerged arms. The crowd gets quiet fast, all eyes on the water.
Okay, I’m thinking, okay that’s enough. It’s too long, something isn’t right. I look at
Dennis, but he’s fixated on the water, caught up in the same trance everyone else is under.
I move toward the water, ready to take some kind of action, I’ve no idea what.
This is not the kind of undertaking that’s been planned out. It’s an indulgence in
spontaneity. The crowd is still cheering around me, but their sound circles my head,
becomes one tone. Their smell is gone, too—I don’t know where it went, but I breathe in
deeply and taste none of the sourness that was present just minutes ago. I get right up to
the shore when Enoch pulls Earl out of the water. He’s gasping for breath and holding
tight to Enoch, saying, “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”
Enoch calls out, “Glory to God, all the glory. Congratulations, you’re part of the
kingdom of God, the family of God. You’re no longer Earl to me. You’re brother Earl.”
Enoch takes his arm from under Earl’s legs, puts him on his feet, steadies him.
Earl takes a step, then another, then another. He leaps from the water and stumbles a bit,
but he ecstatic and clearly walking on his own. I can’t believe it, don’t believe it—he’s
regained the use of his legs.

!103

The multitude hold their hands high and sing whatever hymns they know. There’s
more speaking in tongues, more praise and gratitude.
“Jesus will invite you into His house,” Enoch calls over the noise of the crowd.
“He will take you up in the chariot of fire, give you eternal life. Who will be next, who
will declare their faith?”
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32.
Many come forward, but my dumb self is standing right at the front now. Newton
has hands on me before I can slip away and he guides me into the water without a word.
There’s nothing I can do about it. I don’t want this, don’t want to be here. I don’t want
this attention. I don’t want anyone looking at me. But everyone is, everyone is looking at
me, thinking God knows what. What will they say when I’m in the water, about to go
under? What would they think if I turned around, made a break for the trees? I’m limp,
offer no protest, using all my will to keep the intrusive thoughts from overrunning my
mind and seizing up my limbs. The world begins to spin—everyone is a blur. There’s a
blackness creeping over my vision.
I hear Enoch’s voice, “Now, this one stands apart from the rest of you. This one
walks a separate road, though he does not know where it will lead. He walks this road in
faith, that the divinity of the spirit will empower him in the days to come. Be blessed with
strength and clarity. Come, declare your faith.”
I try to breathe normally, unlock my knees, steady myself as I take center stage. I
don’t repeat any words, don’t even nod in affirmation when Enoch calls for my
declaration of faith. If it were anyone else in the water, that would’ve been enough to stop
these proceedings. But not me—he’s determined to put me through this.
I’m waist deep in the water now. There’s no other choice. The vertigo is still there
but if I don’t acknowledge it, maybe it will leave me alone. No throats clear. No chairs
creak. No one shifts. The assembly is silent, hanging on every moment. Their collective
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focus bores into me, pierces me, compels me to follow Enoch. I didn’t even get a chance
to take my shoes off. Enoch puts his hands on my shoulders and leans in to my ear.
He whispers, “I can see it, the world to come. It’s clear to me now.”
I’m under the water without warning, no air in my lungs.
You fool. You ass. What are you doing?
Enoch holds me down. He’s far too powerful, with hands like—I can’t see
anything, nostrils burning, swallowing water—he has me. I reach for him, grip his arms,
try to pull myself up. He’s so strong. There are flashes of light above the water, strange
sounds far away. The struggle becomes more difficult. I can’t focus, can’t focus on
anything. The water is so cold. I let go. My arms drift and I do my best to roll to one side,
reaching below me for anything. I’m afraid. My fingers brush something solid, jagged,
stone. I can’t see—the world is covered in darkness.
You’re going to die, you’re going to die, you’re going to die, you’re going to die—
No, this won’t last. Count it down. A minute passes, I think, and I’m frantic to
find the stone. I’m sure it’s the meteorite. It has to be. I reach for it again, stretch as far I
can. My fingers are on it, but it doesn’t budge. It’s just too heavy. I can feel where the
ridges give way to smooth crystal. If I can only get ahold of it, pick it up, maybe then—
Another minute—the vertigo is back. The world of the lake is gone. The meteorite
had been there, but now it’s gone. It slips away. I’m in a vortex now, passing infinite
worlds filled with infinite choices. I could’ve done anything with my life, walked any
path. Any other choice would have saved me from this fate, but I ended up here.
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Immersed in the multitude, I understand I can select any one course of action and all
other worlds will bend to it and I understand.
I want Evelyn here, with me, her hand in mine. I want her to see what I’m seeing.
I want her to know I love her. But I can’t call out, I can’t call out to her.
Here it comes—brace yourself for oblivion.
Feels like three minutes: consciousness slips away. My journey is ending: I will
never descend to the inmost cave or seize the sword. I will never return home with the
elixir. I’m being pulled through an opening into a new place. I’m not trying to breathe,
can’t remember when I stopped trying to breathe. It’s been years since I’ve breathed. I’m
not in the water now—I’m somewhere else. There’s no water in this place. I’m seeing
without eyes, sensing without nerves. Stimuli exist here, but they function in a way that
defies explanation. I’m afraid and alone and without control or mobility.
No one will miss you. No one will notice your absence. No one will remember
you. You will not be written about. You have achieved nothing. Your life holds no
meaning. You cannot even choose to create meaning for yourself—this is how powerless
you are.
There’s a landscape around me, something in the darkness, but it has no
discernible features. No, it’s fluctuating, in a state of perpetual transformation, never
quite existing long enough for me to get a proper look. Just when I think I see it clearly,
it’s gone. My body is gone too—I don’t feel it anymore. I left it behind to relocate here,
or I never had a body. I am myself outside of myself, adrift in an ocean of strange
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geometry. There are shapes in the void, lights all around me, just outside my ability to
fully see.
Enoch pulls me out of the water and I’m gasping like a wild man. In that blink of
a moment, I’m returned to this world.
He asks, “What did you see?”
“I saw, I saw divinity.” I can hardly breathe.
“He has spoken to you,” Enoch says.
The journalist is at the edge of the water, camera to her face, still taking photos.
She’s been there for the whole affair. I’m drenched, shaking, but the congregation ignores
my suffering and jumps or claps or shouts for joy. I see Urtz on the shore too, arms
behind his back. He looks livid. Honestly, I would’ve thought Enoch’s message would
have resonated with him on some level, appealed to his yen for mysticism. But he’s filled
with rage, maybe for me, maybe for the cult.
I don’t really know what to do, don’t know what normally follows having perfect
knowledge of mortality so violently revealed. This is a new one for me. I do my best to
gracefully exit the lake, but I trip and make a mess of it. No one notices. No one extends
a sympathetic arm. Enoch follows me out of the water. The floodlights in the tent cast his
shadow long across the shoreline. I stand to the side, dripping like a dog.
“Now, we don’t have the time to keep going tonight. I know you’d stay here all
night, God has moved you so. But come back Sunday, tell your friends, tell your families,
tell everyone to gather here. We will return then with more good news, fully prepared to
usher in the world to come.”
!108

He stops in front of Urtz.
“Thomas Urtz—I should have expected you in this place during this time. All
things are being made clear to me.”
He makes a gesture and one of the acolytes puts the microphone in his hand.
“Friends, a prophet walks in our numbers. His work guided me to where I am
today.”
Urtz tells him, “I’m not sure how you came to be here, but it wasn’t through my
philosophy.”
“Have you lost your way, old seer?”
“No, I’ve never been so sure of my path.”
“Please, I hope you’ll join us at our next gathering.”
Enoch moves past and immobile and stone faced Urtz, makes his way through the
assembly, pausing occasionally to lay his hands on the temples of those immediately by
him. He does this and utters an incantation, barely audible. Then he throws his head back,
shouts a declaration of forgiveness and healing.
Enoch leaves the tent and disappears into the night. There’s a silence, an absence
of movement—something significant has happened but now that moment has passed.
This awareness must be collectively understood—perhaps all of us had tapped into the
noosphere—because the rest of the people begin to disperse. I’m not exactly mindful of
the moment, still reeling from my vision. Some of the attendees follow after Enoch and
the acolytes, trying to reach him, trying to receive his blessing. Urtz watches their
departure, and then turns to me.
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“Come with me. We need to speak.” His demeanor suggests some urgency.
“Privately,” he says.
I’m in a fog. “Sure.”
“Meet me at my home,” he says.
“Yeah.” I try to follow him.
“No you fool, not together. We can’t be seen.”
Urtz rushes away.
The air around the Artificial Lake has turned sour from the multitude’s sweat, but
there’s a breeze coming through and I think it’ll help. It laps at my face and I take
comfort in its unseen presence. The generator sputters, goes quiet, and the portable flood
lights flicker off. I lose the trail through the magnolia trees. I’m feet from the parking lot,
but can’t see shit in the dark. The breeze moves on and leaves me alone. I shut my eyes
out of instinct or fear and take big, blind steps toward my best guess as to the way out.
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33.
I’m ready to fall apart all over Urtz’s sitting room. He’s sitting with my on his
couch, all fidgety, won’t stop tapping his foot. I’m not holding myself together any more
successfully. Unable to breathe steadily in the dark, I’ve already made him turn all his
lights on. It’s really hitting hard now, how convinced I was of my impending demise.
Sure, retrospectively, I understand I’d had a panic attack. But all that means is I
understand the mechanism by which panic attacks afflict themselves on my faulty brain.
There’s a difference between legitimate danger and perceived danger—I know this. I
didn’t know it under the water, though— the shadows had come to snuff me out.
I reek of sulfur. A few strings of algae are still caught in my hair. It’s miserable,
but I’m finally feeling warmer. I have a towel from Urtz to at least prevent me from
soaking his couch. Even though it’s a summer night, Urtz has his space heater by my feet.
It’s an ineffective means of warming up, but I’ll take what I can get.
“Tea?” he asks.
I say, “He tried have killed me. .”
“This will pick up your spirits.”
“Sounds like a job for the brown sauce.”
“Indeed, a better choice.”
Urtz produces a quart of bourbon from under the couch and tosses the cap on his
coffee table. He takes a long pull and hands the bottle to me. His movements are graceful,
despite his frail appearance, with his veiny hands and thin fingers.
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In his home, he’s created this aesthetic of intellectual minimalism—little
decoration, little technology. He has plenty of books and they’re stacked in strange
places: beside his refrigerator, underneath a dining room table that, based on dust
accumulation, has gone unused for years. Other than the books, Urtz’s only significant
possession, far as I can see, is a telescope propped up by the back door. I imagine him as
a sort of disillusioned monk, returned to the world, but with one foot still in asceticism
and poverty.
The brown sauce is like a medicine. Urtz takes the bottle and cross the room, take
a closer look at his books: The Hero With a Thousand Faces, Bridge to Humanity, The
Phenomenon of Man, Living in the End Times, and so on. It’s a good collection—Urtz is
obviously educated. After some rooting around, I find a copy of his book, not even
displayed. It’s been pushed the to the back of a shelf. I pick it up. The dust jacked features
the silhouette of an Ouroboros.
“That’s the first and only edition,” he says, then tips the bottle over his mouth.
I flip the book open, dust going everywhere, and read the synopsis. The relevant
portion: Everyone is God. Not a part of God, or the image of God, but a legitimate deity.
You are always God, always have been God, and always will be God. Your actions do not
diminish our divinity. Out of fear, you engage in Universe Creation, erecting the physical
world as a wall to shield you from others. Strip the physical universe away, and what
remains is the deity in its most essential form, able to converge with others completely.
Learn to depart the material world in favor of existing as an enlightened, luminous being.
Wake up from your long sleep and discover your inner omnipotence.
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I replace the book and go back to the couch, taking the bourbon from Urtz. He
and I sit there facing his coffee table and his bookshelves.
“So, like, that guy back there knew you,” I say.
“He knew of me, though he couldn’t have studied my work closely.”
“No?”
“Certainly not, didn’t you witness thee same absurdity I did?”
“Sure, sure.”
“What is it? You seem reluctant to agree.”
“It’s just, something happened to me in the water.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“When Enoch held me under, I started to lose it.”
“Started to lose what, your wits? Your mind?”
“No, I thought I was dying,” I say. “Everything went dark and I panicked, I was
sure I was gone. But then I saw something.”
He leans toward me, says, “You saw something.”
“A near-death experience, I guess.”
“You know, that kind of experience has some powerful chemical effects.”
“You’re not about to suggest the Deep Trip, are you?”
“I am, indeed.” he says.
I’m surprised my phone isn’t lit up with missed calls and messages from Evelyn.
She’s worried, surely. For all my complaints about her, I do kind of miss the missed
messages. At least they prove she cares about me.
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Urtz leans back on the couch and takes a deep breath. He twists the ends of his
beard between index and middle finger and seems to be looking through his walls/ceiling/
house. He sees beyond these objects and into something else.
“It occurs to me I don’t know a lot about your background,” I say.
He laughs. “We’ve talked about it before.”
“Sure, but I’m fuzzy on the details.”
“What’s there to know?”
“Tell me about the prisons.”
He says, “The prions, of course. They were an experience, to be sure,” and
proceeds to tell me about that time in his life. It hadn’t been long after he’d finished his
philosophy doctorate. His dissertation, while passing defense, wasn’t well received by his
colleagues or other academic circles. Urtz’s ideas weren’t in line with academic
philosophy’s ambitions, they told him. They said he’d be better off contributing to some
of the ongoing dialogues concerning the social roles of religion and spirituality, but those
circles also rejected Urtz. They called him a mystic, saying he lacked the appropriate
recognition of tradition in his work. Unable to find an intellectual community to call
home, he worked with a small press who focused on New Age texts and was willing to
take his manuscript.
Soon after publication—and the book’s altogether underwhelming reception—
Urtz left the States for Peru. He doesn’t go into great details here, never does when it
comes up, but I’m pretty sure he did a lot of drugs.
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When he came back to the U.S. he was changed. He knew he’d never have a
career in academia and didn’t want one. Instead, Urtz wanted to do something practical:
he wanted to help people. He developed a kind of rehabilitation program based on his
philosophy, and over a period of years he went on what he called his book tour, visiting
prisons and working with small groups as they read his book and listened to his guidance.
“The idea,” he says, “was to show them how to understand who they were. To
know yourself is to know the divine. They had to discover this in order to accept the
conflict within their consciousness.”
“Did it work?” I ask.
“I think most of them were able to achieve some sense of peace,” he says.
“Though, I doubt any truly cared to walk the long path toward enlightenment.”
“Interesting stuff.”
“Those same techniques could help you.”
“With my anxiety? So you’ve said.”
“Trust me, I’ve seen it work.”
“Why did you stop counseling the prisoners?”
“After time, different people took issue with my methods,” he says. “I suppose
my ideas can be unsettling to some.”
“I’m surprised they cared.”
“If you weren’t doing psychology, you had to be doing religion,” he says. “That
became the only way to try helping those people and I couldn’t mold my message to what
our society deemed the correct approach.”
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“And you never went back?”
“No, I never went back. Juliet and I had the book store after that.”
We continue drinking the brown sauce and sit and don’t say anything for a while.
My brew has become tepid. Urtz looks like he’s stuck in some memory. I can’t be sure if
it’s a good one or a bad one. I get the impression he has regrets from those days. Maybe
he pursued the wrong path, or maybe it has to do with his late wife.
“It was years later when it happened,” he says. “She had a stroke, was never the
same. It killed her, not right away, but it’s what took her. She was fifty-three. After that, I
came here. It had always been our escape.”
“I had no idea,” I say.
Even ten years after she died, he still feels it—I can hear the longing in the way he
says her name. There will never be a time in his life that he doesn’t love her. It’s the sort
of devotion everyone admires and craves, but hearing the quiver in his voice makes me
wonder why anyone would want this. Separation, death, failure: each is inevitable—I’m
going to die first, or Evelyn is. One of us will experience this loss, and if it winds up
being me, sorrow will soak into my bones. I know this, understand its looming
inevitability, and it fills me with vivid dread. It’s like Enoch has me under water again,
conscious experience imploding all around me. Every time I think about that day in the
future I lose a part of the world.
“This land had been in her family for decades,” Urtz continues. “We liked having
a retreat, somewhere to immerse ourselves in natural sprawl and escape the oppression of
settlement.”
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We’re silent again for a long time and Urtz seems to be reliving some of the
memories of his wife. I don’t want to interrupt him. He takes another pull from the bottle
and lets out a long breath, as though the enormity of some distant memory is being
revealed. Then he closes his eyes and nods, mutters something unintelligible.
I say, “By the way, I’ve got your latest package in my van.”
“Excellent, just excellent news,” he says, but he’s still distant.
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34.
I step outside to retrieve the mysterious vials. All of this gloom talk has me
missing Evelyn hard. I just want to lie down next to her, put an arm over her waist, feel
her slow breaths through the night. Back inside, I hand Urtz the package. He doesn’t
seem to notice that I’ve already opened it. Instead, he takes a vial from the box and holds
it inches from his face.
“Occasionally, I can experience life without the physical universe—it’s like being
naked, only much more intense,” he says.
“I’ll have whatever you’re smoking.”
“That’s the general idea.”
“I wasn’t being serious,” I say. “Not really.”
But the idea does intrigue me. And like any intriguing idea, I know I won’t be
able to abate my curiosity indefinitely. Urtz has seen things I want to see, had experiences
I’d like to have. I think I could learn a lot from him. I also think he looks at me and sees a
willing student, someone willing to consider any of his ideas.
He asks, “Do you know of ayahuasca?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Its a shamanic potion,” he says. “Ancient magic. I first encountered it during my
time with the Matsés. Their shamans have been using it for generations as a gateway.”
“Gateway to what?”
“The secret truth of the universe.”
“No shit,” I say.
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“The English Language completely breaks down trying to describe it—there are
no words to express the realities of living and interacting with an inclusive, shared
experience.”
“Sounds heavy, man.”
“It’s hard to get the precise ingredients for the potion proper, but the active
psychotropic ingredient is relatively straightforward to come by,” he says.
“Where do you get it?”
“From you, actually,” and indicates the vials of yellow.
“I was curious about those.”
“The experience isn’t for the faint of heart,” he says. It’s a warning more than an
explanation, but I’m sure he’s overestimating the potency of the experiences—these old
beatniks always inflated the profundity of hallucinogenic experience. I had no more fear
of the Deep Trip than I did any other chemical. Urtz takes the vials of yellow to another
room and tells me that after a good deal of training and preparation, he would consider
shepherding me through the experience. But it isn’t an adventure we’ll undertake this
evening. I tell Urtz I’m exhausted, which is true, and that I need to go. He shows me out,
and I’m on the road home, hoping Evelyn will be fast asleep by the time I get there.
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35.
Saturday morning arrives, reliable as ever. Country Music Place down the road is
hosting another brunch shindig and a couple of times the wind carries twanging banjos or
steel guitar through the open kitchen window. It’s a nice touch in that it appropriately sets
the mood. I roll out of my impromptu couch-bed and it groans under my insubstantial
weight. The entry for September 26th in my Pocket Positive Thinking book says: Stand
up to any defeating thoughts and tell them “you get out of my mind.” I’ll certainly do my
best. I’m still shaken from the night before on account of Enoch’s trying to drown me and
I barely slept a wink, but boy am I happy to be alive. I’m up making breakfast for the
whole house.
On the off chance yesterday’s news story about a meteorite crash in Walnut, MS,
failed to capture people’s attention, then this morning’s exclusive in the Southern Sentinel
about a meteorite revival church in Walnut will leave the nation enthralled. Now, people
will read about the town and think, “How quaint.” Worse luck, that story happens to
feature an image of me, sopping wet, coming out of the lake with Enoch’s hands on me.
It’s mortifying. Being under any kind of spotlight is just intolerable. People will see the
story. Even more regrettably, people who know me will see the story. Evelyn will see the
story. How am I supposed to explain this? At least she’ll know I wasn’t making the
meteorite up.
Mississippi Meteorite Church is the number one story on Reddit, with seven
thousand-some-odd up-votes. Not going to lie, one of those up-votes is mine. Both stories
were written by a Samantha Fulton, whom I conjecture is the woman with the cameras
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from last night’s revival, and originally appear in the Southern Sentinel. I sure wish she
hadn’t been there—her being around just confuses the whole state of affairs. I don’t have
a good feeling about her intentions. She’s definitely a player in all of this and probably
someone who will unknowingly impede my efforts. Besides, she never asked if she could
take my picture. I know she isn’t legally required to do anything like that, but it sure is
polite.
Evelyn is sleeping late, a rare event. I tiptoe on the hardwood and avoid all the
creaky spots. I’m trying to anticipate her mood, her reaction to the photo. But, happy as I
am to be breathing, I’m really shooting blanks this morning. All night I had bad dreams
about drowning. In one, I’m eating ordinary soup and Enoch’s hand reaches out of the
broth and he grabs me by the collar and pulls me face first into the bowl. In another, I’m
chained to the meteorite at the bottom of the Artificial Lake. I’m alone and the water is
dark except for some balls of light occasionally flying by, mocking my smallness and
fear. I’m trying to scream but I can’t make any sounds and suffocate instead. Then I woke
up.
Evelyn will probably be embarrassed by the photo, too, on account of being
directly affiliated with me. My shame carries over, rests on both of us at once. For
Evelyn, public reputation is a highly valued commodity, though I have trouble believing
anyone really cares about either of us enough to pay attention—I certainly shouldn’t be
on any radars—but, I don’t discourage this line of thinking. Besides, believing we were
somehow socially unique amongst humans bolsters Evelyn’s confidence, and mine too
when I indulge in that kind of reasoning, and that’s never bad for relationships.
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I hear her voice in the bedroom now—she must be sleep talking. She does that,
from time to time. No, she’s on a call with someone. A local friend or someone back
home, I’m sure. No doubt my photograph has come up. Evelyn has seen it on her phone,
read the article on her preferred mobile news aggregator—Fulton’s article was all over
the Internet.
I start to panic—intrusive thoughts rage—and it’s silly and I know it’s silly, but I
can’t inhibit the impulse. Once alarm establishes a foothold in my mind, it takes the
better part of a day to beat it back. I do deep breathing and focus on making a pot of
coffee, distract myself by being meticulous with the scoop size. I level each one with my
finger, do my best to form a symmetrical pile of grounds in the filter. I press the
appropriate button on the CoffeeMate and it’s brewing and I’m still worried, still
expecting Evelyn to find fault with my actions or my attitude or some arbitrary facet of
my existence. She will sit me down and measure me, like she always measures me, and
discover I come up short. Way short.
Yet when she emerges from the bedroom she’s absolutely fine. She’s wrapped up
in her robe and doesn’t throw any distress my way, lodges no complaints. She doesn’t
have the perfect snide remark rehearsed, ready to bring me down. I wouldn’t call her
cheerful, but she definitely isn’t agitated, either. She says good morning and pours coffee
in the kitchen then walks into the living room. She turns the Television to a show about a
veterinarian in Australia.
“Why can’t I have his life?” she asks.
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I look at her and well up with sorrow, knowing I will never be able to give her
Australia or adventures. She doesn’t mean for me to feel this way, but that doesn’t matter.
Evelyn could’ve had a more exotic life, all of it and more, if only she hadn’t settled for an
inept flake like me. I’ve become a constant and unwanted anchor, holding her down in
obscurity and boredom. She knows it, too, even if she’s not saying it right now. She
knows it the same way she knows any fact. No wonder she’s so often sick of me. She gets
little tastes of better lives and is acutely aware that I’m in her way. This knowledge is at
the core of her resentment toward me and I deserve every bit of it.
I sit next to her with my coffee and for a moment she almost forgets we’ve
stopped being affectionate toward each other and she reaches for my hand. But she
catches herself, plays it off like a pro. We’re on the brink of a good moment, our first
good moment in God knows how long and I don’t want to fuck it up. We sit, watching
Vet Down Under and I tell myself the past day wasn’t real, that everything in my life is
ordered properly. Our marriage doesn’t have to be conflict all the time, not if we don’t
want it to be. Sometimes, it can be Television on the couch and almost holding hands.
Even when the bad days are plentiful, I need to remember that.
“I owe you an apology,” I say.
“So do I,” she says. “But you first.”
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36.
Barbara comes out of her bedroom then, all disheveled and mismatched, tablet in
hand, photo of me at the revival super-sized on the screen. Normally Barbara is all
hunched over and weak on account of the cancer. I’m not sure how old she really is, fifty
something, but she looks a lot further on in years with her thinning hair and the bags
under her eyes. But this morning she’s more alive than I’ve seen her in weeks: perky and
hellbent on ruining any chance of a nearly-nice moment between me and Evelyn.
“Why didn’t you tell me the tent revival was here?” she asks. She’s barely able to
contain herself, overjoyed at the prospect of chewing me out first thing on a weekend.
“And why didn’t you tell me your were going?” She walks from the kitchen to the couch.
Her timing is perfect, though Barbara couldn’t have known how close Evelyn and I were
to a nice moment. “And why didn’t you take me with you?”
I say, “Sorry, Barbara, I didn’t exactly plan it out.”
“Well you should have. You should have thought about it.”
Barbara has rage in her eyes, looks at me like I’ve rejected a home cooked meal
she’s just prepared while simultaneously calling her some unspeakable name. It’s a look
I’ve seen before, one she’s perfected over time.
“Yes, I realize now that I should have thought about it,” I say. It’s easier just to go
along with her reasoning.
“Inconsiderate, you’ve always been terribly inconsiderate.” She’s grinning as she
says it, as she swaggers from the living room to the kitchen, as though she hasn’t said
those same words weekly for the past eight months. She pours herself some of the coffee
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and my mind instantly acts out a little skit where I put poison in the grounds. Since the
act is pre-meditated, I’ve had time to foster immunity to the poison in myself. Evelyn
isn’t around for any of the murder. I can tell some lie when she gets back to town from
whatever vacation she was taking. Of course she weeps and curses the world, but she’s
secretly relieved to be free of her burdensome mother. Barbara sniffs at the coffee and
turns up her nose.
She says, “I don’t know what my girl was thinking, marrying you.”
Evelyn doesn’t defend me, but she doesn’t join the attack either. While some aid
would be much appreciated, I can’t help loving her all the more for her silence. She takes
my side by not taking her mother’s side—I understand.
“You need more than coffee,” Evelyn tells her mother.
“No, I’m not hungry,” Barbara says.
Evelyn gets up and goes to the kitchen to prepare Barbara’s breakfast.
Barbara looks at me. “Did I ever tell you about my momma? She grew up in the
Depression.”
“Yeah, I think I heard that,” I say. She’s told me this many times.
“She worked her whole life and left us with nothing.”
“Tragic.”
“It just goes to show, you can’t count on anyone to do it for you. The way the
government keeps screwing up I’m surprised it all hasn’t happened again.”
Here we go, I think, with the paranoia and the fear. Barbara’s probably been
listening to right wing AM radio again—it always makes her especially bitter.
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“I’m sure it’ll all be fine,” I say, which is never the right thing to say.
“It’s coming, the end of America. All this will be gone, and then what? What will
you do? How’re you going to keep your wife safe?”
“If it comes to that, I’m sure I’ll think of something,” I say. “I’m not completely
incompetent, you know.”
“Son, have you even shot a gun before?”
“It’s never going to happen, Barbara—it’s all in your head.”
“And you call yourself a man."
Evelyn clatters dishes in the kitchen, opens and shuts the refrigerator. I hear the
compressor whir up. I’m thinking I should go in there and say something, try to help, at
least demonstrate in some tangible way that I really do mean to contribute to Barbara’s
care. I don’t know that Evelyn would believe me. She runs some water, opens a cabinet,
closes it. Through all the noise she’s making I think I hear her crying, whether it’s over
me or her mother I can’t be sure. Barbara breaks the silence.
“I saw your picture,” she says.
Evelyn listens from the kitchen. I can tell because she stops making the noise.
“In the water there,” she says. “Did you finally repent? Did he baptize you?”
“Look, it was real weird. I didn’t even want to be there. He put me under water,” I
say. “But nothing is forgiven.”
She shakes her head. “I don’t get to church as much as I’d like, so you could at
least pretend its important.”
“I don’t think there was anything there for you.”
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“That’s a decision I make on my own,” she says, which I guess is fair.
Evelyn brings Barbara a fruit plate and sits next to me.
“Let’s talk about something else, maybe—” she says.
“Did he do healing? Did he work a miracle?”
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37.
A commercial for enamel-building toothpaste ends and we’re back in Australia.
The veterinarian is narrating the events of a feline kidney transplant. His voice plays over
close-up shots of surgical instruments and green fabric, an operating room
indistinguishable from any other operating room except this one has a short-haired tabby
cut open on the table. There’s also some orchestral music which builds tension, suggests
danger, triggers catharsis.
Next, we see the cat four months later playing with a bell toy in a sunlit back
yard. There are some smiling children too, and a mother who’s tearfully grateful to Vet
Down Under for saving the life of her children’s best friend.
“Now that,” I point at the Television. “That’s working a miracle.”
Evelyn says, “Don’t be provocative.” But I know she’s impressed with the
capability of pet organ transplants.
Barbara ignores us both, staring past the Television and the room, absorbed, I
think, in the memories of happier times. Much as I can’t stand her, I know she’s
miserable and afraid. says, “I’ve seen things. Saw a preacher man hold cotton mouths—
they didn’t bite him, no they didn’t. That man could do things. There was a woman on
crutches, could barely get around. Pathetic. He touched her forehead and she stood
straight up, straight up.”
“There are flies on your fruit plate,” Evelyn says.
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“Everyone cheering, they were so happy. You can tell when a preacher has the
gift. You can see it,” Barbara says. There’s a quality to her voice, something akin to wind
over gravel. She’d be Sibylline in an older time, but today she’s bordering unsound.
I say, “This preacher man doesn’t have anything but a meteorite.”
Barbara considers this. “I’ve never heard of any meteorite church, but God works
in mysterious ways.”
I despise that particular catch-all. It’s lazy and contains no truth, no satisfaction.
Of course, I don’t say anything.
She says, “Never forget, the power of God can cure any ill if you have enough
faith,” and I know she’s thinking of the cancer growing in her, the cancer that she won’t
treat, unwilling to risk giving God the impression He lacks ability or inclination.
“Maybe you should take me there,” she says.
“We can talk about that,” Evelyn says.
But I say it’s a bad idea. It’s all a fraud, I explain. Meteorites aren’t holy objects—
they’re just rocks. I tell them both it’s a waste of time, that Enoch and his crew are
orchestrating a con, that we’re all better than he is and should resist his trickery. I call
him a white-washed tomb and a wolf in sheep’s clothing. I say he’s the sort of man that
Jesus would have raised whip against and driven from the temple courts.
“What do you know about Jesus,” Barbara says. “You want to deny me the
healing power of God. You want me to die.”

!129

“No one wants you to die,” Evelyn says, but she’s wrong and she knows she’s
wrong. I always have to tiptoe through conversations in this house. Lord, it gets tiring. I
finish off my coffee and light a cigarette.
“If you’re going to suck on cancer sticks, do it outside,” Barbara says and I leave.
On the porch I watch a wasp drifting in and out of a gap in the siding—or maybe
it’s multiple wasps, who can tell? Birds are hanging around, celebrating the fact of their
existence with sporadic song. I think of what being a bird would be like, how it would
feel to always be looking down on the world. I don’t think I’d care for it. The cigarette is
down to the filter.
Travis sends me a text, explains I’m late, explains Deanna has noticed I’m late
and that there’s a lot to do today in addition to my usual inspections. I don’t usually work
weekends and didn’t know I’d been scheduled for this one, but I’m also not surprised.
I flick the cigarette but off the porch. Back inside, I tell Evelyn what’s going on
and she frowns a little and I tell her at least it’s billable and she asks if I’ll get paid
overtime for Saturday hours. I think about it, realize it’s a question I’ve never asked
myself. I tell her that it’s unlikely.
“That’s too bad.”
“I know.”
She says, “Stay a minute.”
“I don’t want to go,” I say, “I’m sorry.”
She nods, tries not to show her disappointment, too tough or stubborn for that.
“I’ve got to go to work,” I say.
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38.
No way I’m completing my work list. That sense of happiness I had at life
evaporates in a flash—all it takes is the prospect of monotonous labor to make me hate
the conditions I’m currently living under. I’m breathing hard and fast and feel driven to
act. I’ve got to finish this—it isn’t an option. I’m out of time to snatch the meteorite. I’m
not missing out on the chance at a million dollar payout. But more than that, I’ve got to
do this because I said I would. I said I would and I need to know that I can do the things I
say I can do.
You know, of course, that you possess no agency.
Besides, what would I be doing at the office, anyway? Tolerating Jolene’s
insolence? Trying not to earn Deanna’s disparagement? I’ve put up with a lot of derision
in that office since moving to Walnut, taken it all in stride. But I’m done now, fnished.
First thing Monday I’m presenting my terms, demanding better pay. If they wanted
someone to grind down, they would have to give me a raise.
Give up this pathetic fantasy of accomplishing something.
I’m in the Econoline, attempting to coax another day of life out of it. With nearly
a quarter million miles on the engine, each additional day becomes more of a struggle.
The ancient machine has terrible timing—it’s reluctant to function at all. I guess it’s
feeling lazy and I don’t blame it. After all, it is the weekend. But I require the van’s peak
performance, especially in this moment, and I explain as much to it, willing one more day
of usability. It starts up, ready to leave it all on the field.
Look at yourself. Look at you’re desperation—it’s pathetic.
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My problem since the inception of this heist has been my continual expectation of
serendipity. Of course, I’m foolish to think otherwise. The opportune moment
consistently fails to present itself. It’s clear as crystal, my foolishness, and I understand
that no such moment is coming. I will have to take what I want, not sit around and wait
for it show up. I need a plan.
Here’s what I know: Enoch and his acolytes pretty much evaporated after their
sermon, so I’m convinced none of them stuck around to take the meteorite out of the lake.
That had to be top of their agenda, though. After all, the stone contains the key to global
spiritual awakening. I think tent revival could even be a clever sham, orchestrated in
order for Enoch to acquire and fence the meteorite himself.
No, the way he held me under the water suggests true belief. He fancies himself
the real deal, one of the faithful/chosen. His was the action of a confident man, sure of his
own righteousness. Enoch believes he’s infallible, that he can do no wrong. I see through
his mask and the character underneath is repulsive. His face just before he put me
underwater—he found it pleasurable. Even facing Enoch in memory, his hands on my
shoulders, takes me to the edge of a panic attack. I wouldn’t sleep well until the cult was
purged from my life, from Walnut, from the world.
I’m coming to understand my caper is about more than the money. Sure, the
money helps, really serves as an incentive. I’m not saying financial reward isn’t the
fundamental motivator of my actions. But the whole near-drowning deal makes it
personal. I want the meteorite because people who hurt me value it. Stealing it is the best
way to hurt them back. Best case scenario, too, is the cult’s hasty departure when they
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lose the source of their healing powers. That fact alone justifies my unethical behavior. I
want them gone, haunting someone else’s dreams. I could do without crisis and a soul full
of doubt. My task couldn’t be more clear: get that stone.
I park and make short work of the trek to the Development Grounds, huffing
through the trees toward the Artificial Lake. I stay low and move quick, really engaging
my Recurring Adventurer Fantasy. Adrenaline has my heart racing like a professional. I
feel really excellent, like an immortal. My sensitivity is through the roof—I hear every
animal in the grove and colors are so vibrant I can taste them. Maybe I’d unknowingly
beaten the psychic priests at their own game, started channeling the power of the
meteorite. It’s a funny thought. In a second I’ll be clear of the magnolia trees and have a
thirty foot spring to the lake. I just need to get to the water fast, raise the stone, make a
run for it.
My phone goes off, a text alert. I silence it immediately.
The text is from Harry: Got news for you. Meet me at Murph’s when you can.
I reply: Right-o, which autocorrects to right.
He’s probably figured our his end of the caper, lined up a fence. I doubted his
commitment, but it turns out I’m the one whose failed.
How quaint—you think you can actually do this.
I’m too late. There’s movement in the water. That villain Newton and a pair of
acolytes are already in the Artificial Lake. Miscreants. Degenerates. I have no idea why
they’ve waiting till now to retrieve the stone—perhaps doing so required the completion
of one of their strange rituals. Doesn’t matter—they’re getting it now.
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They’re reaching around, get ahold of an object under the water. They coordinate
their movements, lift together. The meteorite breaks the water’s surface and catches
sunlight, its olivine crystals erupting in a photonic blaze and I turn away, but not before
I’m flash blinded. The entire landscape is overexposed, lost in a swell of light. I’m borne
away by fractal deluge. Burn-in has me seeing balls of light all up in my personal space,
doing laps around my head.
My pupils constrict and perception returns to baseline. The acolytes have the
meteorite under the tent now, hidden from the sun. It’s difficult to see what they’re doing,
looks like they’ve got some kind of rough-hewn casket. They lower the meteorite into the
chest and secure the lid with padlock, chain, and sealing wax.
I’ve got an unread text from Travis. No, several unread texts, each progressively
shorter. He’s lost all his affability in the messages, tells me even if there were something
he could do, he wouldn’t want to. He tells me he’s always thought I was a slouch and
didn’t appreciate my lack of enthusiasm. I realize I’ve missed something, something
important. I’ve got a missed call, Travis’s desk phone, and a voicemail as well.
It’s Deanna’s voice on the phone. She says, “All I’ve ever had was kindness for
you, but you repaid my generosity with enmity and bad work ethic. Enough—you’re
fired.”
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39.
It isn’t just the word, fired. It’s how she says it, that note of pleasure. I leave the
magnolia trees and walk right into the tent. The lackeys aren’t the brightest and work
themselves up as I approach, do some frenzied praying, or something. Newton gets them
settled when he sees me. I guess he’s evaluated me and decided I’m not a threat. He has
no idea what’s coming.
“Praise God,” he says. “Praise God for this wonderful day.”
I’m having none of it, haul back, and cock him right in the mouth. Newton goes
down with a kind of squeak and makes a dust cloud when he hits the ground. Believe me,
I’m as shocked as anyone at how things are unfolding. The little underlings can’t keep it
together. One hollers and the other makes to come at me but I show him my wildest eyes
and he backs down. Oh, the blood pounds through my arteries and there’s no doubt that
I’m alive. My hand is searing but I don’t mind, and I recognize my not-minding-ness as a
completely new sensation and delight in the way it makes me feel, which is invincible.
Newton rolls and gets up slow, hands out in front of him, bidding me to be
peaceful. In a red flash I see myself taking one of the folding chairs to his skull till he’s
pudding, but I think better of it. My fight isn’t even with him—it’s with notions he stands
for. He puts a finger in his mouth and draws out blood.
“So you mean to stand in Enoch’s way,” he says.
“I suppose I do.”
“You should have supported us, joined in our rewards.”
“There’s no reward for any of you.”
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“Enoch is a smarter man than you or I. He sees everything before him, knows the
demons that inflict your mind.”
“He’ll surely see my fist in his face.”
“No mortal can stop him. His plan is already set in motion,” Newton says. The
fury of his eyes is enhanced by the blood on his lips.
“The hell are you talking about? What plan?”
“You’re too late. You’re far too late. Praise God.”
I’ve hit Newton so hard he’s concussed, must be. I’ve addled his mind. He stands
up and circles the meteorite chest and speaks rapidly, though I catch only pieces of it. He
says the time of awakening draws near and that the world to come is knocking at the
door. He says a new age is beginning. He asks blessings on the exalted prophet Enoch,
that he have the strength to do what is necessary. It’s all nonsense.
The acolytes kiss his feet as best they can, though his feverish circling ends up
giving them bloodied lips of their own. I’d take the meteorite right here if it wouldn’t
require excessive violence. My sudden bravery, or stupidity, or channeling of some base
instinct enabling conflict has evaporated as quickly as it appeared. I can’t explain it. Or, I
can explain it: this is what Kierkegaard called the dizziness of freedom. Besides, three
against one are long odds for even the baddest of asses, and I’m far from that.
I stand there, disgusted with these fools, disgusted with all people. I can’t believe
Management fired me, and for what, being out of touch for a few hours? For being late
this morning? It isn’t as if I don’t complete the work—I just do it on my own schedule.
Sure, he told me that I was on my last straw but how can I take him seriously with
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phrasing like that? Travis’s words resonate, that he wouldn’t help me even if he could. I
knew he could if he were properly motivated—Travis has plenty of pull with
Management. But he made it clear he would do nothing.
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40.
I panic. There’s nothing I can do, nothing that will get me back in the good graces
of Management, nothing that can get me out of this hole. Evelyn will be done with me for
sure. This is the end, the final evidence of my ineptitude. She’s been looking for an
excuse for months, I’m sure of it, something to justify giving up so early on the marriage
to her friends, to herself. Now she has it and I’m doomed. I need to talk to her, cover this
up, buy myself time to figure out a new strategy with the meteorite—selling the thing is
my only hope.
I get Evelyn on the phone and straight away I’m lying through my teeth. I tell her
I’m off work early, that I’ve had some solid, productive hours. People were in bad moods
but I pulled out some of my finest jokes and managed to get a few laughs—even
Management was happy to have me around. I tell her, on balance, it was a good day. This
week’s newsletter will be a real killer. I lay it on too thick, and there’s distress in my
voice, I’m sure of it. Any second now she’ll call my bluff and contrive some way to
extract the truth: that I’m the sorriest husband to walk the Earth, that I took my only
responsibility and threw it to the wind.
But she says nothing, oblivious or indifferent. I need a drink and tell her as much.
Harry is expecting me at Murph’s and I’ve got no inclination to cover up my intention to
day-drink, so I confess. I’m fully braced for her objections, but she says, “I want to
come,” and it throws me off kilter.
“Well, sure, yeah,” I say.
“You don’t want me there.”
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“No, no, no. It’ll be fun.”
“It’s just, Mom is asleep so it seems like a good time.”
“Yeah, let it happen.”
“Pick me up?”
And I do.
Murph’s is a speakeasy about a mile outside of town. Tippah county never
repealed prohibition, which requires a lot of gall—a kind of staying far behind the times
and such. The situation has forced Murph, a potential legitimate business owner, to run
this place in the shadows, out of what he describes as a restored manor home with
antebellum influences. Really, he’s just knocked out some walls in a decomposing house
off 72. People passing it on the highway wouldn’t look twice at the dump, figuring it to
be blight. Its existence is a town secret—everyone knows about the operation, but the
people who care can’t do much about it and the people that could shut him down don’t
care.
Murph doesn’t take credit cards or personal checks. e specializes in alcohol,
naturally, but he can get just about any contraband you’d ever want. He’s done a good job
crafting atmosphere appropriate for illegal liquor serving. It’s the sort of place that
immediately relaxes you, but never lets you forget that you’re actively breaking the law.
You feel like a tranquil insurgent. Murph has these thick, burlap curtains over all the
windows, with only slivers of light slipping in around the edges. There’s a faux-retro
player piano against the far wall, circa 1986. It takes three and a half inch floppy disks
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containing instrumental covers I rarely recognize. The air is heavy with mildew and
smoke. Lesser men would struggle to breathe, but not me.
“No wonder you’ve never taken me here,” Evelyn says. “This place is a real
slum.” But I think she enjoys feeling like an outlaw.
It’s pretty dead at this time of day, just Harry and a woman I’ve never seen. They
seem kind of close. She’s flirting with him rather overtly. Wait, I have seen her—she’s the
journalist, Samantha Fulton. They’re in a corner table with a clear view of the door.
Samantha doesn’t look up when Evelyn and I walk over. Maybe she doesn’t want to get
caught staring us down, or maybe she lacks vigilance. I don’t know. I’m surprised to see
Harry spending time with an outsider. Surely he’s aware of her purpose in Walnut.
She still hasn’t looked up, looked at me. Or if she has, I didn’t catch it. Maybe she
stole a brief glance, got what she needed, sized me up the instant I stepped through the
door. She probably thinks I’m some backwoods bumble-fuck, especially after the tent
revival. I want to set her straight, explain I’m from the city, that I’m educated. And so on.
It would be humorous in clarification, I think.
I slide into my chair first, Evelyn beside me. I look at Samantha, smile as long as
seems polite. Murph drifts over and I request neat bourbon.
“Don’t you think it’s a little early for liquor?” Evelyn asks.
“Come on, girl, it’s the weekend, don’t ride him like that,” Harry says and she
gives him a look that shuts him down quick.
I say, “I’ll just have the one,” and this satisfies her. She orders a mimosa. Harry
orders some blueberry monstrosity and Samantha orders neat bourbon as well.
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She reaches across the table and introduces herself.
“We’ve met,” I say. “Kind of.”
“Oh yeah?”
“The circumstances weren’t ordinary.”
“Oh, right—you made quite a piece of cover art,” she says.
“Whatever I can do for the cause,” I say.
“Aren’t you going to introduce me?” Evelyn asks, and I open my mouth hoping
something clever comes out, but there’s only dead air.
“This is Warner and Evelyn. They’re married,” Harry explains.
Murph brings our drinks and I throw all of mine back at once. I know Evelyn is
giving me one of her looks, but I don’t acknowledge it. It’s harmless—she’ll be fine. I
shake the empty glass at Murph and he sighs and pours me another. If he wants people to
sip his bourbon, he shouldn’t push this kerosene.
“So,” Samantha says, looking around the place as if she’s the one who’s just
walked in. “This is where y’all get pasted around here.”
Harry says, “It’s about your only option.”
“I bet you love your husband being out late in this dive,” Samantha says.
Evelyn bristles at this, but doesn’t respond. Samantha keeps eyeing me and I’m
pretty sure Evelyn sees her eyeing me and pretty sure she sees that I see and that I’m
eyeing Samantha back. It becomes the source of a growing tension and I sense panic
scratching at my mind. I light a cigarette just to have something to do, take an unflinching
sip of bourbon, and do my best to look like a man in control of his life.
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41.
“Uhm, is this like a date for you two?” Evelyn asks.
Samantha and Harry both say, “Not really,” and look long at each other and laugh
at the coincidence.
Harry says, “We just met at Burgers & Stuff. She said something about wanting
something stiffer, so I let her in on our secret.”
“You move fast,” Evelyn says to Samantha.
I say, “No, it’s just easy for some people.”
Our old tension is building again and I’m sad. It was nice this morning, Evelyn
and I passing time together in peace, laughing. I should’ve known better, known we were
in a temporary lapse. As soon as she finds out about the firing, I’ll be done for.
Get your hopes up and get what you deserve.
Samantha asks me, “What did you think of my piece?”
“I thought it was inconsiderate.” If she wants to do this, then we’re going to really
do it, no punches pulled.
“The whole thing? Or just your picture?”
“You called Walnut one of the last bastions of spiritual psychosis.”
“Maybe that was a little harsh.”
I turn to my drink and she turns to hers. Samantha sets off some alarms. She has a
familiar quality, something I can’t quite place. It’s like I’ve met her before in passing, in
an old place. She’s got dark curls and considerable eyes. I wouldn’t say I’m attracted to
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her, but I totally want her to be attracted to me. I won’t try to pass that off as a defensible
position, but it’s the truth.
“Samantha likes a good UFO chase, she told me,” Harry announces, all smiles.
It’s an out-there sight, his grinning. I’ve never known him to be taken with a woman, but
I don’t know why it surprises me so much. He’s human after all.
“I think it’s so exciting,” she says, but I don’t believe her.
Harry and I order our third round. The girls are on their second. Samantha downs
her bourbon and turns the glass upside down on the table, a monument to the
accomplishment. Evelyn hates taking her drink fast, but I guess she feels challenged or
something because her mimosa is gone too. A couple of regulars waft in and head straight
to the bar. They show no interest in our party, don’t even give us the courtesy of brief
recognition. Murph is probably glad to have customers other than us. I know Harry thinks
he’s our pal, but I’m pretty sure we bother the hell out of him. When he thinks I’m not
looking, I see him glower or shake his head behind the bar.
“You said you wanted to talk to me,” I say to Harry.
“Just now? Did I?”
“On the phone.”
“Oh, right,” he says and lights a cigarette. He takes a long drag—knowing him,
he’s got a little extra something mixed in with the tobacco. He looks over at Samantha
and seems like he’s barely hiding his ecstasy at the fact she’s even near him.
“Well?” I ask him.
“Hmm?”
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The player piano starts up. I think it might be something from Durutti Column,
but the notes quickly turn strange, foreign. One of the men sitting at the makeshift bar
laughs, slaps his companion on the back. Evelyn’s head drifts from side to side and she
swirls her near empty glass. I stamp out my cigarette, light another.
“How long have y’all be married?” Samantha asks. She feigns interest rather
convincingly and I realize she’s probably manipulating Harry. It’s obvious, really. She’s
up to something and getting him caught up in it too.
“An entire year,” Evelyn says. An entire year, like it’s a substantial quantity of
time. Who am I kidding, though, because it’s been a lot of hardship. An entire year is
exactly right.
“It must be nice, being young and in love,” Samantha says.
“Must be,” I say.
We ask Murph to bring us something to chew on and he puts some potato chips in
a bowl, says no charge when he leaves them on the table. We begin round four. Evelyn
forgoes further mimosas in favor of rum shooters. Samantha and I stick to the bourbon,
locked in a test of character to see who can endure the most suffering. Harry drinks
straight vodka and chases it with Mr. Pibb.
“Give me one of those,” Samantha says and takes one of Harry’s cigarettes.
“Here, let me—” he cups his hand around a match and holds it close to her lips.
“I wonder what they do,” Evelyn says, staring at the men at the bar. She inspects
her glass and frowns.
“What’s the matter?” I ask.
!144

“This glass isn’t clean,” she says. “I’m going to say something.”
“You just did.”
“No, I’m going to say something to management.”
“That’s not really how this place works.”
Murph is no where around, probably upstairs getting high. He trusts his patrons.
Evelyn looks at the men at the bar and says, “Hey,” and they both turn and give her a nod,
go back to their conversation.
She says it again, hey, and then asks them what they do. The men look at each
other, puzzled, and make a show of ignoring her.
“You two are really rude. You shouldn’t be so rude,” she says.
“Would you keep your voice down, please?”
“Why? Afraid I’m going to piss off those two clowns?”
“Just keep your voice down, Jesus.”
“I hate it when you say that.”
“Sorry.”
“Real authentic apology,” she says. “You’re so disrespectful.”
“Do you really want to do this now?”
“Do you really want to do it later?”
“I’d rather skip it altogether.”
“That’s your typical solution, ignore the problem.”
Samantha says, “You two seem great.”
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Evelyn tells her to shut it. There are police sirens outside, maybe a mile away,
back in Walnut. Not just one—a few, I think. That’s unusual.
Samantha’s phone vibrates. She’s looking at it, and her face falls. She holds the
screen closer.
“The paper just got an unconfirmed report that a child was kidnapped,” she says.
“That happens, from time to time, I suppose,” I say.
“How compassionate,” Evelyn says.
“No, listen, a child from Walnut,” Samantha says.
“I told you there was an increase in UFO activity,” Harry says.
“Let’s check it out—this is a story,” Samantha says, and we stumble out of
Murph’s far too intoxicated to be doing anything.
“I’ll drive,” I say.
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42.
We’re in the Econoline heading back into town—I’m driving. The entire police
department, seven officers, are out with the entire fire brigade, five volunteer firefighters.
They’re talking to some guys with the Mississippi Highway Patrol and others around the
football field. Gary Boyd Pass is cordoned off, so we park as close as we can and move in
to check it out. A massive crowd has gathered, absolutely frantic.
We park on the side of the road in some deep mud. I hope we’re not stuck in it.
All of his get out of the car, avoid the filth as best we can, though the task prove futile in
our inebriated states. We wade into the mass of people gathered on the street.
Dennis erupts through the crowd, nearly knocking one of the Highway patrolmen
over. The man loves making a scene under the best of circumstances, but this is brand
new madness. He’s standing there in the middle of Gary Boyd Pass shaking and cursing
and making very little sense. He looks back and forth. I’m not sure he knows where he is
right now, knows what he’s doing. He’s like an enraged bull elephant, bellowing
unintelligibly, getting ready to charge.
“They took him,” he bellows. “And I couldn’t stop it.”
Evelyn and I make eye contact—we both have some affection for the boy.
I say, “Listen Dennis—the cops will get him back.”
“They took my son,” he says and howls and runs from the street.
We run into Alan. He’s pretty calm relative to the rest of the scene. He tells us
kids were getting picked up from weekend football clinic when Enoch rolled up with a
bunch of his lackeys. They made a big show about circumnavigating the football field
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and said some crazy stuff about atoning sacrifices and the coming enlightenment. Then
the lackeys rush the field and scare the shit out of everyone, people are running all over
the place, and they must have grabbed little Boe during the confusion because he was
gone as soon as those crazies vanished. The only good thing to come out of this is the
knowledge that Enoch doesn’t have the entire town under his spell, only some of them.
“What do you mean, they vanished?”
“I mean they were there, then they weren’t.”
Alan says Dennis didn’t realize what had happened right away, that it took him a
minute for it to click. He says that if it were him whose son had been kidnapped right
before his eyes, he’d feel super guilty.
I think I hear Dennis’s shouts above the rest of the noise—he’s on a rampage with
his manic heart, surely hunting down Enoch and his co-conspirators with every violent
tool at his disposal.
Tim Braxton, chief of Walnut police, is doing his best to bring order to chaos.
He’s dealing with parents who can’t find their children, who’ve been dispersed
throughout the high school with faculty for their safety. Then there’s the issue of no one
exactly knowing which direction the cult took off in, or if they withdrew using
supernatural methods.
“It seems obvious to me, Mr. Braxton.” I try to hold his attention. “It seems
obvious we need to be up on the Development Grounds. They’re probably with all their
tent and stuff, right?”
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Braxton doesn’t pretend to hear me, says something into his radio, hurries off.
Reeking of liquor doesn’t help my credibility, I’m guessing. Samantha takes some video
of our interaction with her phone before stumbling away toward other uniformed
personnel.
“What are we waiting for?” Harry asks.
“Yeah, I don’t know,” I say. “What are we waiting for?”
“This is just some misunderstanding,” Evelyn says.
“No, it feels legit,” I say. “Newton told me something big was coming.” And I’m
kicking myself for not picking up on it at the time. Good God, I can be slow, and now this
kid is going to end up the victim of whatever horrible impulses Enoch has in his fucked
up head.
“Who’s Newton?” Evelyn asks.
“One of these cult-types,” I say.
“How do you know these people anyway?” She’s drunk. I’m drunk too.
“Listen, things are happening now. Happening fast. There’s no time.”
“What does that even mean?” she says, but Harry gets it.
“Come on man, show us the way.”
Alan is still standing around, says he’s going to get out of here, says he’s had
enough lunacy for the day. I tell him I don’t blame him, which is true, but he should try
having some sympathy for Dennis. Alan says sympathy isn’t really the issue, that he just
doesn’t have the constitution for all this hustle. I nod. As he’s leaving, he turns and says,
“By the way, heard what happened.”
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And my eyes go big, I say, “Yeah, not now.”
But Alan doesn’t get it, says, “Sorry you got canned.”
Evelyn turns fast, hearing every word.
Alan says, “For what it’s worth, I always found you perfectly tolerable.”
Evelyn is looking wide eyed and with pursed lips, like she understands fully, but
the alcohol has a hold of her tongue and she can’t quite say what she wants to say. I’m
trying to play it off, pretend Alan said nothing. I guess it works, because she doesn’t push
the issue.
We find the Econoline and weave our way down the service road to the
Development Grounds. The world spins around me and it’s far too bright and the van is
stale, but I focus on the road, distorted as it is, and ignore the poison turning my stomach.
At least the route is so familiar to me now I could drive it blindfolded. Evelyn doesn’t
speak and I try to convince myself she didn’t catch all of Alan’s words or is too drunk for
them to register. But I know, I know it’s all wishful thinking, that she heard every word.
We drive right up to the tree line and get out of the van. It takes some effort. We
stumble through the thicket and the low branches. The world is spinning, and I know its
the poison in my blood but hints of that familiar panic pop up and I’m not sure if I can
keep myself controlled. Evelyn is going to kill me, murder me in my sleep. Or worse, I’m
going to wake up tomorrow morning and she’ll be gone without a word and I’ll never see
her again. The liquor catches up to me and I double over, heaving. Harry says something
about purging oneself of poison but I’m not listening. I look up at Evelyn and she’s
looking at me like I’m a stranger, like I’m the sort of pitiful creature that drinks too much
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during the day and vomits on a golf course. Which, I suppose, I technically am. My point
is, she’s not seeing her husband. She’s seeing a man so pathetic she thanks God she isn’t
the one who has to come home to him.
Only, she does.
These trials better be worth it, I’m thinking, that kid better be here.
Evelyn looks around the empty tent, says, “Why did they leave the tent?”
I say, “No idea.”
Harry says, “Whoa, man. Maybe the mothership picked them up.” What’s worse,
he’s completely serious.
We get out of there, and fast. The drive home is tense, soundless except for the
creaking Econoline. I’m far too frightened to say anything to Evelyn, who just sits there
gripping her thighs the whole way. Back home, Evelyn and I are clumsy as we fiddle with
the back door and move through the house. The whole place is spinning around me. I put
my hand on the wall to steady myself, but it’s of little use. Somehow, Evelyn and I make
it to the bedroom and wind up side by side. My eyelids are so heavy. She says something
and I don’t catch it but before I can indicate confusion she’s asleep. I hear sirens in the
distance, maybe shouting. Every few minutes a car speeds down our road. The search
continues without us.
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43.
As far as I can tell, there’s no news or progress regarding poor Dennis and his son.
My phone has no texts or missed calls from anyone, and I think someone would say
something to me if the boy had been found. I don’t know much about these things, how
the authorities deal with them or what the chances are the boy will ever return, but I know
Dennis must be out of his mind right now, roaming the country and the backwoods
looking for any sign of the vanished cult. If anyone could track them down, it would be
Dennis. As long as the cult has unfinished business with their rituals regarding the
meteorite, then they will come back. Even though they’ve removed the stone, I know I’ll
see Enoch again.
My head is pounding, it’s like a demolition zone in there. God, what a miserable
nightmare. Evelyn is already out of bed and I hear the CoffeeMate gurgling. I can’t
imagine she’s fairing any better from yesterday’s escapades. Yesterday—getting fired,
Alan blowing my cover, Evelyn hearing it all. Maybe I’m the luckiest man on the planet
and the alcohol took her memory.
Who are you kidding?
Barbara’s awake, early. She’s dressed too, rather smartly. She’s rarely awake and
ready for the day at this time, but it’s Sunday. That means church and the brouhaha
associated with keeping up appearances, avoiding the judgements of others, and so on.
That means getting in deep trouble for making another excuse as to why I won’t be going
with them, the disappointment in Evelyn’s eyes and the things Barbara will say when I’m
not sitting with them in the pews. It should be routine, by now, but it’s not.
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I open the Pocket Positive Thinking book to September 27th. It tells me to Master
the principle of self-perception. Learn to know yourself. The shower is running and the
old pipes are rattling. Evelyn is getting ready for her day. When she gets out she’ll
question me, I’m sure of it. She’ll sit me down and I’ll repeat Deanna’s brief message
regarding my termination.
Barbara sits in her chair in the living room, sees me standing around and says,
“Why are you so unhappy?”
“I don’t know,” I say. “I just am.”
“You’re too young to be unhappy.”
The room is too bright, Barbara’s voice too grating. Barbara has the Television on
as well, and turned up loud. Some potential Presidential candidate is on the screen,
dodging questions about whether or not she’ll officially run, dodging questions about her
friendship with large financial institutions. The candidate makes a joke and then laughs
too loudly at it and the laugh is an ice pick gone straight through my eardrums.
“It was never supposed to be this way for me,” Barbara says.
“What do you mean?”
“My mother was laying in that hospital bed and she turned and told me this
wouldn’t happen to me. That when it was my turn, the doctors wouldn’t be powerless like
they were with her. Mother told me that it was okay, dying like that, because I wouldn’t
have to suffer the same way she did.”
“You didn’t even try treatment, though.”
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“These doctors today are just as clueless as they were then. The only healing in
this life comes from the will of God.”
“And look where that’s gotten you.”
“You watch your tongue,” she says. “I’m not a dead woman yet.”
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m sorry this happened to you.” And I mean it.
“You’re such a liar. If you wanted me to live then you’d have taken me to be
healed by the preacher man. But I know your heart. You want me to die.”
She isn’t wrong.
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44.
The shower stops running. Barbara gives me this look of disgust and goes back to
her Television—there’s nothing left for her to say. A commercial tells us that it’s never
too late to buy life insurance. I move into the kitchen, stand there by the CoffeeMate and
stare out the window at nothing in particular. It’s a quiet, sunlit day and completely
ordinary. Elsewhere, wives and husbands are waking up together having embraced
throughout the night. They’re in love, and show it.
Evelyn comes into the kitchen in her robe. Her wet hair turns the back of the robe
dark. She’s taking small, shuffling steps and pressing her index finger into her temple.
The alcohol has taken its toll on her as well. I get a mug out of the cabinet and set it
beside the CoffeeMate.
“How old is that coffee?” she says.
“Barbara made it, not sure when.”
She’s looking down, obviously wanting to talk about something but working
through some ambivalence. She remembers yesterday, what Alan said—has to. I can’t
believe I’d actually believed the alcohol would inhibit her memory. Relying on luck is a
sure way to fail—that’s what I’ve learned the past two days.
“It’s Sunday morning,” Evelyn says.
“Well, yes.”
“Are you coming to church with us?
“My head is killing me,” I say. “Don’t think I’ll make it this morning.”
She stands, nodding.
!155

The disappointment in her nodding couldn’t be more clear, though that’s hardly
the topic she’s really wanting to discuss. We’re in the kind of bizarre holding pattern two
people who know each other very well often find themselves in when there’s something
unpleasant to discuss but neither party wants to be the one to begin the unpleasantness.
Finally, Evelyn goes for it.
“What did Alan mean, yesterday when he said fired?”
“It’s pretty self explanatory,” I say.
“But we have bills. We have obligations.”
“Yes.”
“You can’t be fired.”
She puts her hand up, moves me away from the coffee put, pours herself a cup.
I’m doing my best to not make eye contact without looking like I’m trying not to make
eye contact. Evelyn isn’t happy. She’s holding the mug, takes a sip. Her hand is shaking
and a little bit of coffee splashes on the linoleum. She’s angry—oh, she’s livid. But she
isn’t going to scream at me and she isn’t going to break things because it’s never made a
difference before. She’s done with me, tired of expecting change and being disappointed
—I know her mind as well as I know anything. These are the things she is thinking.
“Even one responsibility was too much for you,” she says. “You just can’t do it.”
“Listen, I tried. I really tried.”
“It wasn’t even hard. It wasn’t bad. There are people in this world laying shingles
every day, twelve hours under the sun.”
“That’s unfair.”
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“There are people in sewers right now, walking through other people’s shit, just to
keep everyone else’s shit flowing.”
“Management had been out to get me since my first day—it’s not my fault.”
“Right, it’s never your fault.”
“But it isn’t.”
“You couldn’t have tried a little harder, put in just a bit of extra effort.” She’s
doing her best to not do violence. “That was beneath you. You couldn’t laugh at a few
more jokes or be even marginally more empathetic.”
“I was fine to work with.”
“I’m sure they loved you in that office.” She’s disgusted.
Evelyn gives up on the coffee, puts it on the counter, paces some. I notice the
screaming Television is barely a whisper now—Barbara has tuned into us, instead. I don’t
know what to say, what to do. I deserve all of Evelyn’s disdain.
“Please,” I say. “I can fix this.”
“Mother is right. You’re no good.”
“We both know you don’t believe that.”
“No,” she says. “I never should have married you.”
“Listen—“
“No, you listen. One day when I’m gone this moment will be all you think of.
This right here will stick in your mind and never let you convince yourself that you were
a good husband, or even a good person.”
“Hey—“
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“You’ll find no peace or rest or satisfaction. There will just be this day and the
lifetime of regret that follows it. Sorrow is going to follow you around the rest of your
life. They’re going to be your only friends.”
“You’re being really harsh here. It was just a job. I’ll get another.”
“It’s about more than the job. You make everyone around you miserable.
Everything you touch withers away. You’re a cancer in my life.”
She means what she’s saying—this is the worst part. She means it to the point I
believe it’s all true—I really do make people miserable, make her miserable. She
shouldn’t have married me, it’s true. She’d be so much happier with someone else. How
much does she have to hate herself to stay with me? I don’t know, but I’m confident if we
were in love, her response to losing the blogging job would be one of support, not
derision. She’d reassure me, have faith in me, believe events in our life together would
work out for the best. She’d see a better world with me in it than without me.
But she isn’t in love with me, and she speaks out of bitter resentment. I can’t
shake the words because they’re true, every one of them, and I hate her for putting my
worst self on display. That’s when I say it, I call her something unforgivable. What is it,
exactly, that I say? I can’t repeat it. Even thinking the word as it comes out of my mouth
wrecks my insides. The wound is nauseating and she looks at me with devastated eyes
and then turns away, leaves me standing there shaking, as if I’m crippled by a terrible
fever.
Evelyn and Barbara leave for church in Barbara’s ancient Cadillac. I need to get
out of here. I need something, anything to show me this will pass, that the future is
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brighter than the present. My head is trapped in the totality of my failure as a husband.
I’d have nothing but resentment for me, too, if I were Evelyn. Urtz will know what to do.
Maybe it’s time I take him up on his offer of recreational mind expansion. It doesn’t
matter what Evelyn thinks about such activities—at least, not anymore.There’s no
possibility that I could sink any lower in her eyes.
I leave the empty house for the Econoline and start driving.
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45.
Urtz opens the door with a smile, like he’s been expecting me. He’s easy going
like that, welcomes the day’s unplanned events as opportunities to celebrate the
phenomenon of living. He’s the sort who means it when he tells you that you’re always
welcome.
“Tell me the source of your dismay,” he says before I’ve even had a chance to sit
down. I suppose I’m easy to read, especially when dejected.
“Lost my job. Probably lost my wife,” I say. “Don’t think life can get any worse.”
“Life can always get worse,” he says.
“I’ve got all day and nothing to do.”
“That’s an all right place to be.”
“I’m ready,” I say.
“For what?”
“You know what for. I’m ready for the mind expansion.”
Urtz hesitates. “This is sudden. You’ve not expressed this interest before.”
“I think it was always there,” I say. “I just wasn’t sure till now.”
“But you’ve made no cognitive provisions for such an activity.”
“I’ll learn on the fly.”
Urtz considers and shakes his head. He tugs at his beard and mumbles, fiddles
with his glasses, is generally reluctant. Then he stands, walks into the back of the house. I
hear a couple of large thuds, as if he’s moving furniture around. He returns to the sitting
room bearing a small wooden box. Inside are the vials of yellow I’ve been delivering to
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him, some sort of smoking implement consisting of a hollow glass bulb with a tiny air
hole and a long stem, maybe four inches. There’s also a tiny measuring scoop, a paper
funnel, and a handful of Bic lighters. The kit is less elegant than the box suggested it
would be, but I really have no right to form an opinion. Urtz takes stock of his supplies,
gently touching each. Events are set in motion now, outside of his control. He knows this
is the moment, that there’s nothing to do to change the path he and I are on. We’ll move
forward, or not at all.
Urtz pours yellow powder into the bulb through the air hole. These molecules,
allegedly the atom bomb of hallucinogenic substances, should fill me with trepidation,
but they don’t. My palms are sweaty. My heart races. But I want this. I’ve never done
anything this daring, except maybe punching Newton by the Artificial Lake. I wonder if
this is how everyone else feels all the time. It’s one of those moments where I really need
to get some perspective. I imagine myself ten years ago imaging myself now—in my
wildest imagination, I never could’ve foreseen this. Urtz gives me a final look of
skepticism.
“I still think this is unwise,” he says. “It takes years of training and preparation to
properly approach the vision quest.”
“It’s okay,” I say. “I’m ready.”
“No, you really aren’t.”
He holds the glass stem to my lips and a lighter under the bulb. The yellow
bubbles up, turns white. The little bulb gets cloudy, and Urtz indicates I should begin
inhaling. I suck at the stem. Smoke swirls in the chamber before speeding through the
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stem into my lungs. I keep pulling, inhale deep as I can, fill my lungs with the magic. I’m
determined to get all of it, every particle—go hard or go home, and so on. I drink in the
rest of the smoke till I’m all filled up.
It burns. It burns my throat and my nose and the lobes of my lungs. Oh God, it
really burns. Then the cold, this cold, this unimaginable cold seeps into me, pumps
through my veins. There’s ice in my blood and I’m trying to hold my breath. I’m trying to
hold it. I don’t think I can—I don’t think I can hold it. My heart is racing. I didn’t know
hearts could beat this fast, but mine is. There it goes, straight to the ionosphere.
I breathe out, a noxious cloud fills the room, reeks of smoldering polystyrene. I
wonder if I’ve made a mistake. That taste is lodged in my sinus cavities, probably
permanent. It’s dreadful really, truly, but there’s no time to dwell on the horror because I
look up and Urtz’s popcorn ceiling is a fire and it burns open and there’s nothing behind
it but unthinkable darkness. I’m unsettled now, properly terrified and I do my best to hold
to the chair, hold to reality. The darkness beckons to me. It says come. It says this way.
And I have no choice but to rise, rise, rise into the void.
I’m soaring upward when the humming begins. It’s so gentle at first, like my
senses slowly tune in to a frequency that’s always been there. I think this isn’t so bad—
which is always stupid, always a mistake. The humming grows louder, moves closer to
me—I see it clearly now, the sound. It’s on my tongue too, tastes like bitter aluminum.
There are pins on my skin, all over me, and the sound. I catch it there, reverberating out
of the corners of my eyes, circling my head, faster and faster. I’m going to explode any
second now—pressure levels approaching critical. The sound, a full-on carrier wave now,
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is going to coalesce in my mind and break down all my dendrites and blow my skull wide
open. It’s on me, in me, tearing me to pieces, everything that I was or knew. It’s all just
the sound now.
You fool. You ass. What have you done?
I shut my eyes tight and the droning gets louder and louder, echoes through my
whole being, possesses me. It can’t be resisted—I wave a white flag. I surrender and the
sound takes me away and upward—always upward, always rising. I ascend through
emptiness and the world without form. All existence is unified in the growing sound. It’s
all that’s ever been or will be—reality is reduced to vibrating in perpetuity.
I do my best to accept the sound, accept its constant and retroactive presence in
my consciousness. There’s motion all around me or I’m the object in motion, surging
through this formless plane. I keep my eyes closed, but I know there’s movement or that
I’m moving or that steady progress toward an apex of some sort unfolds beneath me. I’m
fearful and trembling but manage to face the absurdity and open my eyes and look and—
First thing I see is the strange geometry, some tremendous patterns. All kinds of
shapes, both familiar and unknown, intersect with one another. They create a three
dimensional labyrinth in front of my eyes, behind my eyes. No matter where I turn, or
how hard I try to shut it out, the geometry remains. They shapes are unbelievably rapid,
moving so fast, moving too quickly to get my mind around them. As soon as I see one
I’ve seen ten more.
I don’t understand what’s happening in this place. Nothing registers, always a step
ahead or a step behind or somewhere peripheral. The physics is all wrong, non!163

conformist—gravity pulling me upwards by what would be my spinal column if I still
had a spinal column. I don’t have a spinal column though, because I left my body in
Urtz’s house in Mississippi back on little green Earth.
I look across the chasm of the void and see his minuscule home, see his world
embroiled in unending, empty conflict, see the transient speck of matter that is my body
sitting there, pupils wide open, motionless. I’m not breathing. I don’t see my body
breathing. Urtz is saying something or doing something, trying to keep me functioning. I
have no idea what it is, I only know it’s irrelevant, a wasted effort, an exercise in perfect
futility. His action caries no significance in this new world, this afterlife.
Afterlife?
I’m dead, is the only explanation. I’ve just died and that’s my body back there.
I’ve done too much, too much. It all ends. There’s nothing for me now but the despair of
impending nonexistence. Oh God, I’m dead. I can’t believe it. I’ll never to see Evelyn
again. I’ll never again run my fingers through her perfect blonde hair or wake to the soft
melody of her voice?
Evelyn, my sweet Evelyn, I should have been better to you.
Time crumbles away—it has no meaning now, never had meaning. The coldness
in my veins is wrapped around me. It smells sterile, like emptiness. It has never been real.
All illusions of reality are burned away in this place, and what remains is the truth of the
universe. I sense that fact strongly as the shapes continue their impossible dance. Most of
what I thought was real is in fact revealed to have never been real at all.
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I’m at the God-head now, the ascendent plane, immersed in burning light. I know
this, know it the same way I know when to breathe. Beams of swirling light intersect with
a shimmering pool ringed with stones. The stones have glowing runes. The longer I look
at them the brighter they grow. I can hear the noise, too, the humming. The runes are
making it, somehow emanating the infinite vibrations. Once more the sound becomes my
reality—it smells like the beginning of a thunderstorm, like ozone and petrichor. Divine
energy courses through my extremities and my consciousness expands.
I don’t know how I know what I’m seeing, but I do know it. I know it the same
way I know anything else I know. The knowledge exists, has material form, somewhere.
I’m connected to it, to all of it, and I know this is what it means to be God. Spacetime
folds in on itself, the continuum and entropy and everything that ever was or ever will be
is happening right now, right here, all at once.
An era comes and goes and I look around the infinite expanse. The vacuum
remains vast and dark, but not entirely empty. I see a city in the deep, deep distance. It’s a
dark color and a bright color both, but I don’t know the names of the colors. There are
foreboding lights, green and purple orbs, and sinister clouds swirling above the city,
aspects of a perverse climate. I can clearly see the outlines of buildings, but the shapes
constantly fold in on themselves or twist into impossible loops—Escher’s world lives in
this plane.
The city is one of strange beauty and I know that it is a place of power, inhabited
by beings whose knowledge dwarfs all others, the kingdom of heaven. I don’t understand
how it can be real, it cannot exist, but it’s there, right in front of me—a paradox. It
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remains stationary, but is also in perpetual transformation, always reinventing itself,
never the same physical space at the same time: infinite variance in infinite combination,
concurrently. The buildings have walls made of spiraling cable, in perpetual motion,
twisting upward, Bernini’s spiral, infinite. The physics is all wrong, impossible. Light is
cold and thick and slow. Gravity is inverted. Nothing falls—it only rises.
Balls of light go right by me, so close I can taste them: sweet as honeysuckle. Oh,
I’m scared, I’m so scared—I’ve never been so terrified. I’m looking around, looking at
this place, with no understanding of why I’m here.
It doesn’t matter.
It’s absurd.
I’m here.
There’s a woman to my right. She wasn’t there before but she’s there now or she’s
been there all along but didn’t make herself known to me until now. She’s beautiful and
terrible, with green skin covered in metamorphic runes. I know the symbols hold great
meaning, but it’s beyond my comprehension. When I focus on one of the runes, briefly, I
hear its strange language resonate in my mind. The woman is doing something, turning
something, interfacing with a cosmic machine. I look at the machine and at her and at the
city and realize she’s changing the volume of the lights and the self-transformations,
making them sing different songs till their harmonies merge.
She sees me looking at her and I see that she sees me looking at her and I can’t
turn away and I don’t want to turn away and couldn’t, even if I wanted to. Oh wow, what
a site, this divine entity. If she experiences emotion, she doesn’t show any. She’s stoic,
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unmoved by the inferior life energy hovering before her. For a moment, I’m too
enthralled with the encounter to be afraid.
She speaks to me without speaking, says What else do you want?
And I speak without speaking, What else do you have?
The ball of light flies by me again, this time with tentacles unfurled, a great stellar
cephalopod. It’s magnificent and I’m drawn to it, want to understand it, but there’s too
much happening. My God, I am Australopithecus on a space station. I am not meant for
this world, for its technology. And the woman, she’s still speaking to me, but I don’t
understand her. The words come at me, circle my head, are part of the immortal sound,
and the strange geometry is always behind my eyes.
The green woman hurls me into the cosmos through space and the space between
spaces. I see the whole of creation, possess perfect knowledge. I see stars born, expand,
collapse. I see novas seeding life in the darkness. I see singularities consume civilizations
with impunity, showing no mercy. Galaxies spiral into one another, locked in awful
dance. They combine. The universe expands, entropy dissipates, absolute zero seems
inevitable when there’s a reaction and the universe collapses and becomes an object of
infinite mass and infinite density in too small a space to be measured. Then, another
reaction. It expands again, brand new, and light inundates the vacuum. I’m on the cusp of
the unlimited tidal wave and it hits me like a bullet made of diamond: I’m the reaction
speaking all things into existence. The revelation sweeps through me and I’m filled with
peace.
The woman says, Don’t you see? Don’t you understand?
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Yes, it’s so simple.
And she says, No, you failed to see.
I’m so sorry, I’m trying.
And she says, You will understand this.
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46.
Then the woman shrieks and her runes burn up and her green skin falls off in
wispy coils that float unseen into the darkness. I smell something putrid, like a landfill on
fire, Gehenna outside Jerusalem’s walls. The peace leaves me, or was never there. She’s
just a skeleton now, cackling and wicked. She’s grinning at me and her teeth elongate.
There are no more beautiful colors or balls of light. The strange geometry terminates.
Even the once all-consuming immortal noise recedes. There is no secret truth.
I try to flee but there’s no where to go, no where I can hide where the skeleton
won’t find me, devour me. I’m heavy, without mobility.
The skeleton says, What are you afraid of—we are the same.
Then its eye sockets open to swirling vortices and a new gravity emerges and
pulls me into the swirling colors and sounds.
The skeleton condemns me to freedom and the products of my self-determination
branch out in all directions, scattered to the solar winds. Every un-walked path, every
choice I never made, all of it happens now. I see other women I could have loved, other
men I could have loved, have known, have never known. Ten trillion me’s draw breath in
ten trillion different lives and I see all of them, every single one. Those companions make
me happy, or sad. I’m triumphant with them and defeated by them. I see myself alone,
secluded, hidden from the world without friend, my only companion a lingering sadness.
I see the man I might have been in a life I could have had with Evelyn. She’s
holding our daughter and we’re in a house of our own with good jobs and a pair of golden
retrievers romping on a green lawn. We’re euphoric and fulfilled, never doubting our
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commitment, existing within the purest love. Evelyn looks at me, eyes full of light, and
smiles. Each of her qualities is perfect. I’m her’s and she’s mine and all the hatred in the
world can never touch us so long as we’re together.
Our daughter grows, and fast. We grow too, grow old. I watch Evelyn die an old
woman, be buried. I see the grave, the grave. Worse, I see her die young, tomorrow, next
week, in a year’s time, a few years. She’s still curious and unfinished. I don’t want her to
go. Don’t go, please don’t go. Please, don’t make her go.
Please.
I see her on an airplane, flying home from a mission trip, from a conference, from
visiting a friend. Her plane crashes a few seconds after take off, or a few seconds before
landing, or it hits an air pocket mid-flight and spirals from the sky. It’s not quite a nose
dive, takes a full eleven minutes to go to pieces in the ocean. There’s an older woman
sitting next to Evelyn. They haven’t said anything on the flight, but now they’re holding
hands. Evelyn is sitting there, oxygen mask over her nose, praying the whole time they
fall.
She says Please God, not like this.
I see her die in a car wreck, scattered across the highway median, reduced to
dispersed viscera and teeth. I’m driving when it happens, or she’s driving, or I’m not even
there and she dies alone.
I see her cross the street, seventy feet from the hospital’s staff entrance. She’s hit
by a MATA bus, by an Acura, by a muddy Expedition. One driver is texting, one is drunk,
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one has fallen asleep at the wheel. It only takes a split second—she never sees it coming,
doesn’t feel anything. She doesn’t have time to be afraid.
I see her home, alone, aspirating on food she swallowed too soon. She grips her
throat till the world goes black and our would-be daughter stands there clapping, thinking
it’s a game. The last thing in her head is please help.
I see in the shower, losing her balance somehow. Her head hits the tile and blood
soaks through the bathmat. I see her in a swimming pool, in a river, in the ocean—she
drowns. I can’t get to her. I can’t save her.
I see a man in the house, gun to her head. She’s sobbing and terrified while he’s
standing there, making her suffer. He doesn’t know what he wants, shoots her in the head
because he can and she falls with her fists clenched and her mouth gaping and her pupils
wide, unresponsive in the shifting light.
I see her get cancer. She’s always told me she’ll get cancer. Her grandmother had
a cancer that killed her. Her mother is being eaten from the inside out this very second.
Evelyn is taken a piece at a time, arduously. Treatments steal her energy, her appetite, her
spirit. Every day, her light dims. The oncoming storm of finality circles above us and I
hold her close. I count the days, even though I promise her I don’t, measuring what’s left
of our time together. Her doctor tells us six more months. Her doctor tells us three more
months. Her doctor tells us any day now. She says she’s ready, that she’s not afraid, but
I’m gripped with terror. She slips away from me and I can’t do anything to stop it.
I see a morning when she simply never wakes up.
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Her loss hangs around me like a mountain range on my back. It’s permanently
felt, will never fade with time. Even if my mind gives up, begins a long, demented decay,
I’ll never let her go. Memories are all that’s left of her and they’re wilting. I keep her car
under a tarp in the back yard, keep living in the same house, keep sleeping in the same
bed. Some mornings I make too much coffee. Some mornings I bring her breakfast in
bed, forgetting she’s been gone for years. I see myself staring at her empty chair, going
through her closet. I touch her face in the photos on the wall. I watch the videos I have of
her from vacations or playing with the dogs. She’s young, vibrant.
I read her emails, her texts, her journals. I fold our sheets, burry my faces in them
before sealing them in a plastic container in the closet. I sit in her bathroom, her nail
polish and eye liner and vitamins laid out. I spray her perfume, inhale it deeply, try to
replicate her taste. I’m unwilling to discard her stray hairs, the only pieces left of her,
proof she’d been real. I try to preserve her smell in the pillow cases and the bath towels.
Sorrow overtakes me when her scent fades. She’s lost—the last of her substance decays. I
weep on the floor and I weep in our bed and I weep at the foot of her headstone.
I live every good moment, the best of us: being on our knees in the garden,
bedding tomatoes—I kiss her cheek, the birthday cake she made me and her arm around
my neck after. And then there’s every word spoken in spite: the way her shoulders slump
when I’m drunk and cruel and spitting bile, the way I bring her down, the look on her
face when I say what I said. I see the resentment I harbored, the collective pain I caused
her, how it grew year by year. And still she tried. I should have loved her so much more.
I tell her I’m sorry, I got everything wrong, but of course, it’s too late.
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Now there’s dread everywhere I turn.
I am hollow now.
I am dust.
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47.
I’m sitting on Urtz’s lawn, very much alive. The grass is cool against my skin,
leaves light impressions where I’m in prolonged contact with the ground. Tiny insects
leap from the blades all around me and while I know none of their names, I feel as though
I’m acquainted with each of them. I’ve been like this for hours, I believe, lost in thoughts.
For the most part, I’ve coalesced back into sensory awareness, though the transition
hasn’t exactly been easy. Still, I’m here in this grass, breathing air, with blood carrying
oxygen to my organs. I’m filled with microscopic, organic robots, each with its own
purpose to fulfill. None of them dreams and none of them cares who I am, but still they
do what’s asked of them. All of it, together, forms my substance. I have an awareness of
these facts, these activities, the ongoing events that sustain my somatic verisimilitude.
Fifteen minutes, he’d said. I’d be gone fifteen minutes. How is it even possible?
Surely it can’t be—surely Urtz is playing some sort of trick on me. It doesn’t register,
eons of experience packed into fifteen minutes—life, death, and everything in between.
The sun is setting, and Urtz is busy setting up the telescope, anticipating a cloudless
night. His passion for astronomy never wanes. The sky runs wild, alight with resonating
purple and orange hues. We’re there a long time, don’t say anything. Urtz knows I will
speak first, when I’m ready. The colors dim as the sun sinks below the horizon. Pinpricks,
one by one, appear over our heads. Dusk gives way to night and soon, ancient light fills
the empty sky. I see all of these stars and I know them intimately, as individuals, as if
they were born first from my consciousness, and then from the recesses of deep space.
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The points of light are marooned in my visual cortex not as individuals, but as a
macrocosm—sensory input interpolated into a Gestalt (the whole is not lesser or greater
than the sum of its parts. The whole is separate, other, exists independently). Now all
illusion of reduction is swept away. There is only awareness of the perpetual interactions
across space between these ancient objects. Their individual information travels at a fixed
speed, a constant, but knowledge of their cosmic function moves instantly across
lightyears. Everything is different now, a synchronized paradox of familiarity and the
unknown. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the Earth I’d returned to wasn’t the Earth I had
left.
“I did it. I was a God,” I finally say. “And all it did was break my heart.”
Urtz nods. “You’ve come down with the apotheosis blues.”
He’s looking upward, still awestruck by the heavens after decades of staring at
them. Age hasn’t blunted his curiosity in the slightest—his imagination still leaps like a
wild animal when he contemplates the wonders held within the distant lights, their
stories, their secrets. Some people, academics and thinkers and so on, will learn all the
math and physics in the world because it’s the only way they have to approach the chasm
between what they know and what they know they don’t know. But Urtz doesn’t need
any of those systems, content to take a leap of faith toward the wonder of the celestial
spheres.
Urtz abandons the telescope and sits next to me.
“Why see one star when you can see them all?” he asks, and I nod, not quite
adjusted to living once more in a body. It’s like I have to keep reminding myself that
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possessing physical form is normal, or natural, even though it feels foreign and bizarre. I
possess substance—it exists in space. I posses a mass that can be measured. The fireflies
are out in force, green flashes of starlight on a cold, dark, sea.
“Even as we look at the stars,” Urtz says, “My body turns against itself.”
Immediately, I know what he means, know about the unrelenting growth firmly
entrenched in the right hemisphere of his brain. I can’t explain it, but I know it will kill
him by Christmas and he knows this, too.
“When did you find out?”
“When the headaches started, there was something different about the suffering
they inflicted,” he says. “But I went to the city to get checked out. An MRI made it a fact
last week.”
“And then the meteorite came.”
“Yes, the falling star. A fitting punctuation at the end of my life.”
As he says this I see a streak of light across the sky, some tiny piece of space
debris blazing through the night, a minuscule portion of the forty tons of celestial garbage
that burns up everyday when it strikes the ionosphere. It’s small, easy to overlook
entirely. But my eyes are turned toward the depth of the sky and the details of my journey
there are still jumping at me, impossible to miss. This phenomenon, that many would
interpret as an omen or prophetic signal, holds no special meaning without a willful
suspension of distrust in the unknown.
“Aren’t you tempted by it? By the possibility?” I ask.
“Tempted?”
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“By Enoch, by the promise of rejuvenation.”
“Not in the slightest.”
“I’d be clinging to any hope available,” I say.
“I’m ready for it to be over.”
“That scares the shit out of me.”
“It shouldn’t,” he says. “I can’t imagine anything worse than coming back, having
to do this again. Death should be the end.”
“Why?”
“My life isn’t worth repeating,” he says. “My joy burned up a decade ago. My
precious Juliet. I can’t do this anymore without her.”
His hopelessness is palpable. I can tell it’s the foremost thought in his mind, stuck
there like the tumor. It’s with him every morning when he rises and close by in the nights
when sleep is scarce. The panic grips me, makes my hands tremble. I’m desperate for any
indication that there’s something, anything beyond the absurd. Anything, anything would
be better than this agony of the mind.
“So that’s it,” I say. “There’s only despair.”
“Of course. The kernel of all consciousness is an insatiable emptiness.”
“At least you know yourself.”
“It only took my whole life,” he says. “Now it doesn’t matter.”
His words ring in my head. Whether or not he loved, lost, or avoided it all doesn’t
matter. I see it all perfectly. There are two possibilities—you can either do this or do that.
My strong sense is this: do it or don’t do it—you will regret both.
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The weather turns sour and clouds circle overhead.
“So much for a clear night,” Urtz says.
There are flashes of light in the distance, concurrent with sharp reports—not
thunder, but gunfire on the Development Grounds.
On top of it all, it’s started to rain.
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